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ABSTRACT 
 
 This dissertation explores Irish and English fiction before, during, and shortly 
after the Second World War, a period of complex change in the relations between 
England and Ireland as British imperial control in Ireland ended.  Ireland’s neutrality in 
response to England’s declaration of war intensified the nations’ apparent differences, yet 
as my study brings to light, the War also fostered new affinities between England and 
Ireland, despite each country’s inclination to define itself against the other by contrast. 
Each country’s tendency toward xenophobic self-definition gave rise to policies and 
perspectives that resemble thinking and life in a fascist state.  The fiction that I discuss 
responds to those tendencies by revealing possibilities for collectives that are more 
dynamically constituted around forms of vision and engagement involving shared 
responsibility and individual freedom. 
 Chapter 1 reads Virginia Woolf’s novel Between the Acts (1941) as a working 
through of contrasting responses to dictators from a 1938 diary entry and her manifesto 
Three Guineas, published the same year.  I argue that character interactions and self-
! vi!
reflection in response to a play performed in the novel allow characters to recognize 
fascist tendencies in their own thinking and discover collective visions contrary to the 
total allegiance prized in Nazi spectacle and English propaganda.  Against the mostly 
ahistorical critical treatments of Flann O’Brien’s The Third Policeman (written 1939-
1940, published 1966), Chapter 2 traces affinities between the narrator’s deluded belief in 
his own superiority in a milieu of suppressed violence and the psychological environment 
Irish neutrality created.  Focusing on Elizabeth Bowen’s novel The Heat of the Day 
(1948) and wartime short fiction, Chapter 3 argues that her characters’ behavior 
challenges stereotypes about English and Irish residents promoted by the other country.  
Rather than offering the escape from the War that some English visitors desire, Ireland 
provides a vantage point for seeing their London lives in new ways.  Chapter 4 takes Nazi 
narratives of German history as reference points for interpreting Samuel Beckett’s Watt 
(written 1942-1945, published 1953) and Molloy (1955), in particular the narrators' 
attempts to hide their control over the narratives they shape and the collectives that 
surround them. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Ireland, England, and the Second World War 
 In his introduction to Inventing Ireland, Declan Kiberd discusses the historical 
relationship between Ireland and England, emphasizing how, “[t]hrough many centuries  . 
. . Each nation badly needed the other, for the purpose of defining itself” (1-2).  The 
Second World War marked a seismic shift in this mutual process of self-definition.  The 
conflict seemingly provoked a stronger diverging of the countries than Ireland’s victory 
in its War for Independence two decades before.  Ireland’s declaration of neutrality 
represented the young nation’s first major foreign policy decision, a choice that appeared 
to be a resounding call for separation between Ireland and the colonial power that once 
controlled it and still wanted Ireland to follow it into war on the Allied side.  Ireland’s 
neutrality and England’s status as belligerent created new oppositions between the two 
that each used to fortify its position.  English propaganda contrasted its citizens’ bravery 
in the fight against Fascism with Irish cowardice; Irish propaganda declared the right of 
Irish citizens to refuse the role of belligerent and protest a conflict fueled by continued 
desire for imperial domination.  Locked into these contrasts, both countries publicly 
ignored emerging possibilities for common ground that the War brought about, affinities 
that my analysis of fiction from the period helps to reveal.  
 This dissertation explores the wartime fiction of Virginia Woolf, Flann O’Brien, 
Elizabeth Bowen, and Samuel Beckett in the context of English and Irish commitments to 
the Second World War and changing national identities as British imperial power waned.  
I examine how each narrative evokes and responds to interactions that resemble, 
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sometimes overtly, sometimes implicitly, the historical situations of Ireland and England 
prior to and during the Second World War.  The fiction of Woolf and Bowen introduces 
specific historical moments overtly, but even O’Brien and Beckett’s works, which do not 
make the period’s historical events the direct objects of representation, put us in 
interpretive dialogue with them.  The fiction can help us to understand the historical 
situations in new ways, and reading the fiction alongside the history as both literal 
context for the works and variously figured subject in them, enables revisionary 
interpretations of the narratives.  Although none are simple one-to-one allegories that 
force individuals to stand in for nations, the fiction of all four writers portrays character 
thoughts and interactions between characters that resonate with the positions of England 
or Ireland in the War, as well as with collective psychological responses to wartime 
experiences in both countries. 
 My four writers occupy different positions in relation to Ireland and England, but 
their writings share an unwillingness to oversimplify the violent conflict of the time by 
idealizing belligerence or neutrality as purely good or by condemning one or the other as 
inherently evil, an outlook not shared by all fiction writers of the time.  Anglo-Irish 
novelist Kate O’Brien had strong views about English belligerence and Irish neutrality 
that came through vividly in her novel The Last of Summer (1943), in which “she insisted 
on the immense, and increasing, difference between the two.  In aid of this contrast she 
simplified both neutrality (pictured as almost indistinguishable from indolent, indifferent, 
peace) and war (synonymous with ethical commitment and altruism)” (Wills 65).  This 
type of fantasy used a view of neutrality as an emotionally bankrupt estrangement in 
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order to reify a vision of British engagement in the Second World War as a fight for 
freedom against totalitarianism.  Northern Irish novelist Benedict Kiely “attempted to 
justify neutrality by transforming it into an ethically privileged state.  He equated 
detachment with compassion, and argued that it was a good in itself.  The refusal to be 
swayed hither and thither by the evidence of atrocity was evidence of a steadfast 
objectivity, which in turn should lead to an all-embracing sympathy” (411).  Although 
polar opposites in their positions, the views of Kate O’Brien and Benedict Kiely share a 
partisan moral absolutism that the writers I explore challenge in their fiction.  
 The combined British and Irish focus of my dissertation responds to two literary-
historical studies of the Second World War published in 2007, Clair Wills’ That Neutral 
Island: A Cultural History of Ireland During the Second World War and Marina 
MacKay’s Modernism and the Second World War.  Since MacKay’s work focuses on 
nationalism within Britain and features of late British modernism, her study touches on 
Ireland and its wartime neutrality only briefly in an analysis of Henry Green’s novel 
Loving (1945).  Wills describes at length conditions in Ireland during the period, which 
the Irish government termed “the Emergency.”  She does not deal extensively with 
English wartime experience, although she does broach England’s role in the War on 
occasion, because as she explains, “[i]n focusing on the cultural repercussions of 
Ireland’s neutrality, I have written about the country in so far as it sought to respond to 
chains of events outside its control.  Neutrality only makes sense in the context of war 
elsewhere” (11).  Beyond this fundamental interdependence of the two positions, placing 
MacKay and Wills in dialogue reveals complex and surprising affinities between Irish 
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and British wartime experience which my discussion of fiction from both countries helps 
to bring out.  Rather than suggesting that these two countries’ roles as belligerent and 
neutral in the Second World War meant engagement for England and estrangement for 
Ireland, I argue that the fiction of my writers suggests oscillating perceptions of 
engagement and estrangement in both nations. 
 English involvement in the War as a belligerent on the surface appears to set up a 
clear opposition between English engagement and Irish estrangement from the conflict, 
but a closer look at the English relationship to the War complicates polarizing contrasts.  
Even after England officially entered the conflict, the country’s position was not 
necessarily figured as engagement with the continent.  As MacKay suggests: “‘Standing 
alone’, as the 1940 cliché had it, Britain acquired a master narrative for national isolation 
from the continent” (2).  Although England was supposedly acting on behalf of European 
nations against other European nations, it used its involvement in the War to emphasize 
itself as unique and isolated rather than as part of the European community.  MacKay 
further argues that, “the repercussions of Britain’s wartime singularity, its period of 
isolation between the fall of France and the entry of the United States into the war, might 
be seen either as a defence of the small and particular against the undemocratically 
homogenising or as the blood-minded insularity of a defunct power” (2).  Due to 
firsthand experience of English imperialism, many Irish citizens tended to believe in a 
position resembling the latter of these two interpretations – the Irish linked English 
belligerence to continued imperial ambitions in the face of a crumbling empire.  The 
defense of the small and particular was actually one of the central justifications put 
  
5!
forward by Irish Taoiseach1 Éamon De Valera for his government’s policy of neutrality.  
Against English claims that Irish neutrality showed an indifference to freedom, De Valera 
depicted neutrality as “a moral and ethical defense of the independent rights of small 
nations against imperialist claims of power and jurisdiction over them” (Wills 44).  
Despite contrasting positions in the War and mutual criticism of the other’s position, both 
Ireland and England at times associated their choices with heroic isolation that defended 
individual freedom against oppressive power. 
 Ireland and England share a disconnection from Europe due to their geographical 
separation from the continent, though Ireland’s place in the British Empire also meant 
that the Irish could not engage directly with other European countries as a nation.  
Ireland’s refusal to enter the War as a belligerent can easily be interpreted as a desire to 
go it alone and not become involved in European affairs.  In his study Unneutral Ireland, 
Trevor Salmon discusses longstanding associations between neutrality and “isolationism” 
(26); however, he describes an important period of Irish engagement before the start of 
the War as English imperial power waned.  Salmon argues that “[t]he Irish were not 
isolationist, even on the eve of independence” (87), they were “eager to enter into the 
World League of Nations based on equality of right – but the League seemed to only 
perpetuate the power of those who already had it” (87-88).  Especially due to the 
mediated role that its colonial status had created, Ireland was initially enthusiastic about 
joining communities of nations as a nation, but Irish hopes were dampened by the 
presence of similar power structures in this supposedly realigned Europe.  Leonard Woolf !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Prime Minister 
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also observed the illusory nature of many changes promoted by the League of Nations, 
arguing that “if the European states simply affixed ‘new fine names’ (mandate) on 
‘ancient evils’ (colonies), then the only change after World War I would be that the 
league could hypocritically ‘call exploitation trusteeship, slavery labour, and profit-
making patriotism’” (qtd. in Phillips 218).  Ireland’s disconnection from the continent, 
which during and after the War became more pronounced, did not originate in an initial 
desire for postcolonial isolation, but instead in a realization that the community they were 
joining functioned according to power structures similar to imperial hierarchies.   
 In the fiction I explore, characters experience analogous feelings.  On the surface, 
their desires can be read as wishes to escape collectives and possess autonomy so extreme 
that it becomes utter alienation, but they yearn more deeply for communities that, in 
contrast to groups forged by Fascist domination, will allow shared responsibility and 
personal freedom.  Rather than conflicts between the individual and society that suggest 
the need for individuals to retreat from all collective action, the conflicts in the novels 
occur between different forms of the communal and the particular relationships that each 
of these forms encourage between individuals.  The fiction reveals the danger of groups 
that subordinate individuals, and in some cases represents alternative possibilities to these 
often Fascist and quasi-fascist groups.  Challenges to Fascist groupthink are most 
thoroughly interwoven into the texts of Woolf and Beckett, though O’Brien and Bowen’s 
fiction also questions similar thought processes.  In a diary entry from April 1938 in 
which she began to plan Between the Acts (1941), Woolf’s musings about the developing 
novel aptly describe both the repudiation of extreme individualism and the value of a 
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“we” with the potential to transcend dangerous hierarchies within groups: “‘I’ rejected: 
‘We’ substituted: to whom at the end there shall be an invocation? ‘We’ . . . composed of 
many different things . . . we all life, all art, all waifs and strays – a rambling capricious 
but somehow unified whole” (qtd. in Beer “Between the Acts: Resisting the End” 127-
128).  In his fiction and in “The Capital of the Ruins” (1946), a never broadcast radio 
address, Beckett similarly strives to imagine a collectivity that can enable connections 
between individuals without robbing them of the freedom to stray.  Woolf and Beckett 
each aim to imagine a new form of communal unity that does not destroy fragmentation 
by forcibly combining all pieces into itself.    
 Although Woolf and Beckett by no means suggest that this unity has been 
achieved or fully imagined, their texts present it as potentially achievable by characters, 
whereas O’Brien’s The Third Policeman (written 1939-40, published 1966) reveals its 
absence.  The nature of the narrator’s relations with the communities that surround him 
ultimately grants him less control over others and less freedom, rather than the power he 
desperately covets.  O’Brien’s narrator proves unable to even imagine a collective that 
does not subordinate its members.  In Bowen’s fiction, some characters who become 
temporarily part of both English and Irish communities catch a fleeting glimpse of 
another kind of “we,” but none are able to take action and make a new sense of 
community a reality.  They cannot act even though some half-consciously realize the 
falseness of the opposition England and Ireland have set up between each other and how 
that contrast works to subordinate communities and individuals. 
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 The English press worked to create an opposition between England and Ireland 
partly by criticizing Irish censorship during the War and the indifference to wartime 
suffering that the suppression of information induced in the Irish population.  These 
criticisms, although not unfounded, were a suppression of recent English history.  Irish 
censorship during the War was indeed harmful to the Irish in many respects and may well 
have bred indifference to the War in some Irish citizens, as I argue in my second chapter 
“The Vision and Violence of O’Brien’s The Third Policeman and Irish Neutrality.”  In 
his 2010 study Britain, Ireland and the Second World War, Ian S. Wood maintains that, 
“The censorship was often driven by ignorance and prejudice, and its concern was to 
keep Irish people as unaware as possible of events in Europe and beyond” (97).  
Although England was in the throes of propaganda-induced patriotic belligerence in the 
early forties, earlier in the mid-to-late-thirties, the English were slow to react to 
developments on the continent.  Their lack of response was partly due to lingering effects 
of their own propaganda from the First World War.  MacKay explains that, “In a 
hauntingly awful legacy of the Great War, hostility towards violently affective appeals 
was so pervasive and profound that evidence of the real atrocities being perpetrated in 
Nazi Germany could be dismissed by many as the reflux of sensationalist propaganda 
from twenty-five years earlier” (11).  Although the English would later reproach Ireland’s 
unwillingness to join the Allies and denounce an Irish press that concealed Nazi 
atrocities, England’s entrance into the War was delayed by its own earlier manipulation 
of its press and the resulting lack of public trust those intentional distortions caused.   
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 English criticism of Irish indifference to the War turned a blind eye to their own 
recent indifference to the continent.  Christopher Isherwood’s novel Prater Violet (1945) 
vividly portrays English indifference of the mid-thirties, questioning its morality through 
the perspective of Bergmann, an Austrian director.  Numerous scenes represent the 
indifference of English characters to violence on the continent, but one of the most 
striking comes when English film executive Chatsworth describes the 1934 Austrian 
Civil War2 as a “spot of bother” (117).  The novel represents English characters as 
consistently unwilling to become emotionally invested in the suffering of people on the 
continent and completely unable to admit the danger the Nazi regime will pose to 
England.  On a number of occasions, Bergmann identifies the umbrellas the English carry 
everywhere with them as symbols of their misguided faith that passive denial will protect 
them from the invasion of Fascist thinking and eventual military occupation.  Although 
set several years later in June 1939, when England’s entrance into the War had become 
virtually inevitable, Virginia Woolf’s Between the Acts also presents a powerful and 
persistent reluctance on the part of the English to directly acknowledge the dangers that 
may await not only continental Europeans, but themselves as well. 
 Between the Acts presents English reluctance to acknowledge the War by revealing 
the power that the view from the mansion Pointz Hall, the novel’s setting, has over the 
characters.  Although not pinpointed to as specific a time-period as the World War I 
propaganda that MacKay argues to be a major cause of English denial, Woolf’s portrayal !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Also called the February Uprising.  Although in itself not a major event in the context of 
the War that would follow, it was responsible for the deaths of hundreds and arguably 
paved the way for Nazi control in Austria as it allowed Austrians with Nazi sympathies to 
gain control of the Austrian government. 
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of the view attributes the characters’ blindness to the English imperial past.  Though the 
view initially seems just a landscape seen from Pointz Hall, it becomes a site of anxiety 
about invasion, a metaphor for the accumulated ideas of patriarchal, imperial English 
culture, and a force that exerts hallucinatory control over those who gaze, transforming 
them into passive spectators of autocratic power.  In addition to being a central element 
of my argument in “The View and the Play: Revising the Dictator that is Ourselves in 
Woolf’s Between the Acts,” Woolf’s concept of the view also elucidates a key aspect of 
my readings throughout the dissertation: the idea that what lies outside and what exists 
inside characters are often difficult to distinguish.  This state of affairs is not just pivotal 
to Woolf’s use of the view in the novel, but present in the meanings of the term itself.  
We refer to a scene we see outside ourselves as a view, but use the same word to describe 
not only the mechanism of sight that gives us a representation of the scene, but also less 
literally a perspective, opinion, or ideology.  In addition, we use the term view to describe 
visual processes portrayed through narrative.  Between the Acts presents the need and the 
possibility for changes in the views of a group of English people.  These changes may 
happen if they can see in the less unitary ways that Miss La Trobe’s play encourages and 
transcends the passive hypnosis of the view, a controlling power that works similarly to 
Fascist spectacles such as Leni Riefenstahl’s film Triumph des Willens (1935).  Although 
it also initially appears to share elements with Riefenstahl’s propaganda film of the 1934 
Nuremberg rally, the play offers characters the opportunity to change their perspectives, 
both individually and collectively.  
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 The texts I explore present forces that dominate vision and make vision dominate, 
as well as the need for shifts in vantage points.  Bowen’s characters tend to be unable to 
look outward at their surroundings or inward at their psychological responses to the 
environment the War creates in their countries until they travel in body or mind across 
the Irish Sea to the other country.  In The Heat of the Day (1948) and Bowen’s wartime 
short stories, espionage and haunting function as metaphors for the strange margins 
between inside and outside, as well as invisibility and visibility, faced by the English and 
Irish during the War.  Espionage also shapes Beckett’s work, as Watt (written 1942-1945, 
published 1953) was composed after his Parisian resistance cell was betrayed and Moran 
in Molloy (1955) has possibly hallucinatory experiences as a spy.  Hallucinatory battles 
for control dominate O’Brien’s narrator in The Third Policeman as its strange 
nightmarish world uncannily reflects the denial and confusion of Ireland’s supposed 
neutrality, a policy that emerged partially from the restrictive xenophobic vision of 
Ireland in the late 1930s.  Despite the numerous times his own minimal understanding of 
the world that surrounds him is implied, the narrator always insists on his own superior 
vision, convincing himself he has the upper hand in situations he actually does not 
comprehend.  The narrator, like the Irish people, fails to realize not just the perils of 
being inward looking, but even that he is looking inward at all.  The novel’s atmosphere 
resembles the uncanny environment of seemingly suppressed yet omnipresent violence 
neutrality helped create. 
 In the face of the Second World War, the English also believed they looked out 
toward familiar terrain, yet actually missed a violent, strange, emerging world by looking 
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inward.  English blindness to the nature of the impending conflict was not just 
experienced by civilians with no direct connection to the issues at hand, but involved a 
far-reaching unwillingness to face the threats that modern warfare were making possible, 
including an experience the English had not faced in centuries: the invasion of their 
country.  Even in August 1939, prominent and respected English test pilot Harald 
Penrose claimed that, “The dangers of air attack have been much magnified.  This 
country is protected by stretches of sea too wide for the enemy to have an effective escort 
of fighters” (qtd. in Beer “The Island and the Aeroplane” 151).  Using a visual metaphor, 
Penrose asserts that the threat of aerial bombardment has been made to loom larger than 
it actually is.  It turns out to be Penrose who magnifies the distance between England and 
the continent, because he looks through the lens of centuries of English history, as 
Woolf’s characters fixate on the view.  Long the invader and not the invaded, the 
potential shift was difficult for the English to perceive.  Penrose’s claims were a 
miscalculation; the distance would prove to be no match for German air power, and 
bombs would ravage English civilians. 
 Although Londoners could physically see the destruction these aerial bombs 
inflicted on their city, processing the experiences psychologically was far more difficult 
due to the terrifying environment itself.  Since their texts I explore come later in the War 
and are more international in character, Bowen and Beckett more intensely respond to the 
nature of modern warfare.  Although his fiction responds to the trauma of these 
experiences and subtly evokes them, Beckett most directly addresses the scope of the 
destruction in “The Capital of the Ruins,” which I discuss at the end of my fourth chapter, 
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“Sleight of Hand, Narrative, and the Provisional in Beckett’s Watt, Molloy, and ‘The 
Capital of the Ruins.’”  In his address, Beckett describes Irish individuals gaining an 
experience of the War’s destruction by traveling to the devastated French town of Saint 
Lô to build a badly needed hospital.  He stresses the difficulty of sifting through the ruins 
both literally and psychologically.  As I argue, Bowen’s fiction presents but challenges 
simple oppositions between the wartime experiences and responses of Irish residents and 
English residents.  Although a few of her Irish characters project indifference and seem to 
believe that they will not be influenced by the bombings, her portrayal of Londoners 
struggling to survive the Blitz reveals that the bombing did not necessarily allow 
individuals to process those seemingly direct experiences as parts of their own lives.  
Despite living in a war-scarred city, they show no greater ability to grasp the threat and 
destruction than their Irish counterparts.  Although some characters try to separate the 
bombing from the rest of day-to-day activities and others use its unpredictable intensity 
as the foundation for their emotional existences, when they are in London, all lack the 
ability to step back and understand the relationship between the terrifying climate of the 
Blitz and the rest of their lives.  Enmeshed within protective stories they want to tell, they 
do not have the vantage point to see the design of their own narratives until they travel to 
Ireland and discover that it is not the escape they believed it could be from the War. 
 All of my writers portray characters with escapist desires, but the texts question 
the feasibility and soundness of these impulses.  As my reading of Between the Acts 
reveals, although characters Lucy and Dodge find a fleeting respite from the frightening 
control of the view by escaping to the house, this retreat quickly traps them back in its 
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restrictions.  Instead of offering pure escapism, Miss La Trobe’s play allows for new 
visions of what seemed familiar by staging clichés in order to enable the audience to 
recognize and change them.  In The Third Policeman, the narrator’s attempt to escape his 
role in deadly violence dooms him, suggesting a warning to the Irish that neutrality is not 
the escape they may have believed, particularly if it gives rise to heartless detachment.  In 
Watt, the Lynch family attempts to escape the exploitive conditions of their daily lives 
through an abstract fantasy of the future with odd similarities to the dream of the Third 
Reich, but the family’s dream actually keeps them under the oppressive control of estate-
owner Knott.  In Bowen’s The Heat of the Day and wartime short fiction, Irish residents 
discover that journeying to England will not necessarily grant them roles in the War they 
cannot find in Ireland; English residents find Ireland is not the escape from the War they 
imagined it would be. 
 Although experiences during the Blitz were so difficult to process that many 
wanted to escape them, English citizens also used those experiences to stand in for a War 
that in its entirety was far too vast to imagine.  Wills primarily explores the consequences 
in Ireland of the War being elsewhere, but acknowledges that “Britain itself was cut off 
from the main theatres of war, of course – indeed, part of the problem was that there were 
so many theatres to be isolated from.  It may be that the stories of stoicism under the Blitz 
were so powerful precisely because they could fill the void in people’s imaginations, 
when faced with trying to understand the war elsewhere” (249).  The vast scope of the 
Second World War made it impossible to grasp as a whole, even for belligerents whose 
civilians were attacked as the English were during the Blitz.  Heroic accounts of survival 
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during small parts of the conflict stood in for distant theatres of War with which most 
English people would have no direct experience. 
 England’s use of the Blitz as a defining part to stand in for the War as a whole 
meant that despite the surface contrast between active belligerent and passive neutral, 
English engagement was often figured as passive.  MacKay discusses the crumbling of 
England’s imperial presence and how due to  
[t]he nation’s newly minor status . . . the most powerful emotional investments 
have been made not in military triumphs that recall Britain’s former imperial 
glory but in moments of national vulnerability.  Such nostalgia magnets as ‘the 
Blitz’ and ‘Dunkirk’ commemorate nothing more than the pathos of passive 
defence and a horrifically outnumbered retreat.  This is the war scripted by 
modernism: post-imperial, anti-heroic, and totally unwanted. (2) 
   
Rather than powerful British engagement, MacKay reveals that intense memories of 
England’s presence in the War involve “passive defence” and “retreat,” concepts readily 
applied to Irish neutrality by English propaganda.  Even if the English participate in the 
War, it is implied that they do not wish to do so.  As its global empire crumbled, England 
was moving into a passive and vulnerable position that it had not experienced in 
centuries, but that the British Empire had inflicted upon its colonies, including Ireland. 
 In contrast to the longstanding colonial relationship of invader-invaded between 
England and Ireland, both countries faced the possibility of invasion in the Second World 
War.  The threat of invasion creates the potential for the reexamining of collective and 
individual identity in the context of the literal crossing of national borders and attendant 
psychological penetration.  Describing this type of process in England as realized through 
literary works, MacKay argues “[t]he literature of the Second World War presents a 
return to the source, when modernists were compelled to scrutinise the political and 
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moral claims of insular nationality at a time when allegiance was demanded as rarely 
before, the national culture at risk as it had not been in centuries” (2).  While for England 
the threat to national culture through invasion was significant because it was not a danger 
the English had faced in recent memory, the prospect of invasion was alarming to Ireland 
because it was an all-too-familiar condition.  Irish national culture was emerging from 
centuries of suppression under imperial occupation, and the prospect of being invaded 
only a few years after Ireland had drafted a modern constitution was not a prospect the 
country wanted to face.  Although the two nations had been on opposite sides of the 
power dynamics, the end of British imperialism demanded the reshaping of nationalism 
in both England and Ireland.  The fact that this period coincided with the Second World 
War made these adjustments all the more complex.  
 In the face of invasion – the possibility of being absorbed forcibly into some new, 
larger whole – England and Ireland each turned to parts of its cultural identity in attempts 
to represent a national whole.  MacKay describes “the creative mapping of the 
archipelago in pursuit of a part, whether ravaged metropolis or timeless rural backwater, 
to stand for the newly post-imperial whole . . . England’s cultural remaking” (5).  Post-
independence Ireland also embodied a cultural remaking that quite often involved 
attempts to make part of the country stand in for the whole nation.  The process was 
influenced by De Valera’s regime, which continually worked to promote an idealized 
vision of the rural Catholic peasant to stand in for all of Ireland.  Irish politics were 
largely driven by “the De Valeran myth of an Irish Eden populated by a noble, if 
impoverished, peasantry whose very isolation has kept them pure” (McMullen 76-77).  In 
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both countries, the parts that were often uncritically valued tended to be practices deemed 
native.  Groups and individuals branded as outsiders were met with xenophobia.  The 
jingoistic xenophobia of England and Ireland never reached the deadly extremes of Nazi 
Germany, but arose from perspectives that were not wholly dissimilar to National 
Socialist ideologies.  Although internal division can prove a risk when genuine threats 
exist beyond a nation’s borders, an external danger can also be an excuse to codify 
preexisting prejudices, as the fiction I explore confirms.  Made visible, scapegoats could 
mask the actual diverse spectrum of national identity and make more controllable what it 
meant to be English or Irish. 
 
Scapegoats, Synecdoche, and Totalitarian Domination 
 Characters in the fiction I explore demonstrate a similar tendency to use specific 
individuals or groups to consolidate their own positions.  Projecting aspects of the War 
onto individuals allows characters to imagine that these terrors are controllable because 
they seem confined to the tangible space of a known person, rather than being terrifyingly 
amorphous.  In Between the Acts, Giles Oliver focuses his fears about English 
indifference toward the War and his own helplessness on his Aunt Lucy, irrationally 
blaming her for doing nothing about the increasingly volatile situation on the continent.  
In Bowen’s The Heat of the Day, Londoner Stella attempts to make Donovan embody 
English stereotypes about Irish indifference to the War because of her desire to escape the 
trauma of the Blitz, but the old Irishman proves more passionately invested in the War 
than she is.  Bowen’s Maria in “Sunday Afternoon” (1946), who resides in Ireland, 
initially tries to make Londoner Henry the knowledgeable survivor of the Blitz she needs 
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to support her belief in the opportunities wartime London offers and to prepare her for the 
journey there that she desires.  At various points, O’Brien’s narrator blames all those that 
surround him for his problems, repressing the violence he has committed and convincing 
himself that Old Mathers and the three policemen are imbeciles in order to support his 
inflated view of his own intelligence.  In Molloy, Beckett’s Moran remains in the 
oppressive collectives of which he is a member because he wants to blame their leaders 
for the condition of his life rather than taking responsibility for his own actions. 
 In spite of his contradictory impulses to go it alone, Moran’s desire to evade 
culpability for his actions by taking part in groups that control their individual members 
reveals a primary means through which dictators gain power by offering individuals a 
feeling of protective passivity.  Dictatorial power is especially terrifying because it is not 
only exercised over people who officially support it, but also spreads beyond what at first 
might seem boundaries set against its influence.  The need to escape responsibility is not 
only felt by individuals who support the dictator and act as arms of his power, but also by 
those who utterly oppose him by seeing all evil as originating in him.  In a September 5, 
1938 diary entry, which I analyze in “The View and the Play: Revising the Dictator that 
is Ourselves in Woolf’s Between the Acts,” Woolf locates the source of all the evil in 
Hitler’s brain, suggesting that his beliefs and desires are nothing like those of other 
people.  Although confining a vast and complex threat to one individual would appear to 
make the danger more controllable, the division between what Hitler thinks and wants 
and what others desire makes it difficult to stop him – he becomes a mysterious force we 
seemingly have no hope of understanding or containing. 
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 Woolf’s entry emphasizes a separation between Hitler and European civilization, 
but this division can be questioned in various ways that do not necessarily reduce his 
power.  Suggesting one possible reason for the English desire to starkly divide what 
Hitler is from themselves, an editorial in the Meath Chronicle in April 1939 blamed 
Hitler’s actions on Anglo-French greed at the end of World War I:  
The war to end war was won in 1918.  Now the babies, born that year, are called 
upon to train as cannon fodder.  . . . Today, thanks mainly to the greed of Britain 
and France, the world is on the brink of general war – only God’s mercy can save 
it . . . If Hitler is the man of the moment, as he is, Britain and France made him.  
He is the instrument – it was England and France made the situation. Get that fact 
well in mind. (qtd. in Wills 36-37) 
 
Rather than granting Hitler astounding individual volition with the power to defy all 
Europe, the editorial portrays him as created by England and France, a passive instrument 
of forces larger than himself.  Yet his passivity, in contrast to the supernatural individual 
power Woolf’s diary entry suggests, does not mean that active individuals and groups 
that oppose him can stop him.  Despite its opposite perspective on the nature of Hitler’s 
power, the editorial’s claim that we can only be saved by God’s mercy leaves the world 
in a similar passive position.   
 The vision of Hitler as made by Western Europe is not exclusive to neutral or 
soon-to-be-neutral Irish writers, but is presented (albeit quite differently in tone) by 
Canadian diplomat and diarist Charles Ritchie, a staunch supporter of the Allies who was 
also the longtime lover of Elizabeth Bowen.  In his diary in February 1941, Ritchie wrote 
of Hitler: 
When he attacks our civilisation we find him saying things that we have thought 
or said.  In the ‘burrows of the nightmare’ such a figure is born, for as in a 
nightmare the thing that pursues us seems to have an uncanny and terrible 
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knowledge of our weakness.  We spawned this horror; he is the byproduct of our 
civilisation; he is all the hatred, the envy, the guile which is in us – a surrealist 
figure sprung out of the depths of our own subconscious. (qtd. in Corcoran 189) 
 
In her diary entry, Woolf figures Hitler’s mind as something her mind cannot contain; 
Ritchie represents the genesis of his force in our own minds.  In contrast to a power that 
comes from his complete separation from western civilization, Ritchie sees Hitler as 
arising from the evil contained in all those who surround him.  He suggests that Hitler’s 
powerful strangeness comes from a terrifying familiarity we do not want to acknowledge.  
It is this link to our dark subconscious that allows him to control people. 
 In contrast to these views of the dictator are moments in which individuals 
collectively accept mutual responsibility for oppressive conditions rather than pointing 
out scapegoats and remaining passive.  These interactions suggest that individual freedom 
comes not from standing alone against other individuals or groups, but from certain 
modes of shared responsibility.  These ideal types of shared responsibility involve 
negotiating dynamic part-whole relationships between individuals and groups that allow 
frequent shifts between what constitutes a part and what constitutes a whole.  These types 
of part-whole group dynamics, or the lack thereof, are not just portrayed through 
character interactions, but emerge through processes of reading that the texts encourage.  
In his seminal article, “Four Master Tropes,” Kenneth Burke acknowledges the basic 
definition of synecdoche -- “part for the whole, whole for the part” (426), but further 
argues that synecdoche “stresses a relationship or connectedness between two sides of an 
equation, a connectedness that, like a road, extends in either direction” (428).  
Totalitarian thinking subsumes the part beneath an illusory whole.  The fiction I explore 
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challenges this thinking through synecdoche.  In each work of fiction, parts can be read 
as microcosms of the text as a whole, yet these passages do not attempt to permanently 
substitute part for whole, but instead allow readers to experience oscillating perspectives 
that reveal bi-directional relationships between parts and wholes.   
 Through synecdochic relationships the fiction emphasizes to readers that what 
appears to be whole can actually be a part; the relationship is reversible.  In various ways, 
these microcosms help readers to understand the text as a whole, but they also help us to 
see the illusory nature of the whole that the text in its entirety creates.  In addition, the 
dynamic part-whole relationships suggest the inability of an arrangement of parts in a 
narrative to stand in for a historical event or period as a whole.  In his article, 
“Synecdochic Memory at the United States Holocaust Museum,” Michael Bernard-
Donals argues that the series of artifacts exhibited in the Holocaust Museum 
doesn’t metonymically point to a whole, but indicates, as synecdoche, the 
impossibility of seeing the whole  . . . any attempt to render an event authentically 
will always be vexed by what cannot be integrated into history and memory, and 
by the impossibility of ever being able to point to an object or an image, and to 
finally say, ‘See? That’s what happened. Understand?’ (434).  
  
By revealing relationships between parts and wholes, the fiction pushes against 
dangerous totalitarian narratives that abuse synecdoche by substituting a part for a whole 
or a whole for a part and limiting the relationships between the two.  Each writer uses 
different techniques to question the flawed synecdoche of totalitarian thinking in ways 
that illuminate the degree of freedom both characters and readers can possess.   
 Between the Acts and The Third Policeman incorporate structures within their 
overarching narratives that reveal what individuals know and do not know, as well as 
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how they come to the knowledge they have.  However, Woolf’s incorporation of the play 
within the novel allows characters and readers to see a limited part structure and have an 
awareness of limitations, far sooner than O’Brien’s novel reveals the limited nature of its 
narrative.  In Between the Acts, readers can consider the play within the novel both as a 
part contained within the text and also as a whole all its own.  Yet even seeing it as a 
whole within the text rather than as a part of a novel suggests the complex nature of 
establishing what constitutes a whole.  Whether the whole of the play is solely the 
performances on stage, or if other elements such as behind the scenes interactions and 
audience responses are part of this whole, remains productively and creatively in flux.  
Playwright-director, actors, audience, and readers are at moments bound in a whole, but 
at other points break apart and show their individuality.  Unlike the audience of the play 
and the readers of Woolf’s novel, the narrator in The Third Policeman cannot recognize 
the structure in which he is contained.  It is only at the end of the novel that the narrative 
grants readers the ability to do so by revealing that the narrator is dead and his 
experiences in the policeman’s parish are a hell he has earned for the murder he 
committed.  These differences in structure account for the greater optimism that Woolf’s 
novel offers its characters, and perhaps also its readers. 
 In Bowen’s fiction, particularly in The Heat of the Day and the short story “The 
Happy Autumn Fields” (1946), the parts of the narratives are divided by country.  Their 
ability to be read as separate worlds and narratives, yet also to be contained within a 
single whole, speaks to a vision of England and Ireland as simultaneously living separate 
stories in the War while they remain part of larger whole narratives together.  For 
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characters as well as readers, occupying each part as a part allows for new views of the 
other part, but also visions of a whole or multiple wholes that England and Ireland have 
formed, do form, and may in the future form together.  Depending on their focus, 
readings of The Heat of the Day sometimes concentrate almost exclusively on scenes that 
take place in London or on action in Ireland, but as my reading argues, experiences in 
both settings are profoundly linked.  Bowen’s “The Happy Autumn Fields” presents a 
whole of two parts that simultaneously appear to be less and more connected to each 
other than the English and Irish settings in the novel.  The story is split between Victorian 
Ireland and London during the Blitz.  Two separate storylines and two separate lives 
merge through a powerful, painful, and bewildering psychic connection.  The two women 
almost seem to become a single consciousness through the violent desire of one of them, 
Mary, who lives in London during the Blitz.  But the fleeting whole Mary tries to build 
between their two lives can no more endure than her bombed-out apartment can.  Readers 
experience the disorientation of the two characters as we grapple with these two parts of 
one story, but the complete text ultimately leaves us in a heart-wrenching but productive 
state in which we can consider the parts as separate wholes, and perceive the manifold 
connections between them that also make the narrative one story.   
 The synecdochic relationships in Beckett’s novels reveal the illusion of 
completeness in these narratives, exposing some of the strategies used in totalitarian 
propaganda.  In “The Plural Self: Zamjatin’s We and the Logic of Synecdoche,” an 
analysis of Russian writer Evgenij Zamjatin’s novel We, Eliot Borenstein argues that, 
“The political ramifications of synecdoche are easily exploited in the totalitarian context, 
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and, as Burke’s definition suggests, this exploitation works on more than one level: both 
the leadership of society by a führer or a ‘conscious vanguard’ and the individual’s 
societal role as ‘cog in the wheel’ or ‘worker bee in the hive’ rely on synecdoche” (668).  
More subtly but no less compellingly than Between the Acts creates parallels between 
audience reactions to the play and readers’ responses to the novel, Watt and Molloy each 
represent a group manipulated within the text in ways that resemble the strategies the 
narrator uses to manipulate readers.  The group in each novel is comprised of a non-
human species often used metaphorically in rhetoric of the time associated with 
totalitarianism.  Bees are Moran’s group; rats, linked in Nazi rhetoric to Jews, surround 
Sam.  Beckett’s fiction allows readers to see how narratives that claim to explain the 
unknowable by disguising their limited perspective conceal that they are partial – parts of 
indefinite larger wholes, and slanted toward particular views.  Seeing the rat and bee 
scenes as microcosms of larger narrative patterns enables readers to recognize the limited 
vantage point of each whole narrative. 
 
The Chapters 
 The chapters gradually move forward in time and also expand outward to 
different and ultimately vaster geographical spans.  Woolf writes in England during the 
early years of the War about England a couple of months before the English would enter 
the War.  O’Brien writes in Ireland in the first months of Ireland’s neutrality policy, 
though I will argue that his portrayal of the atmosphere and attitudes is also prophetic 
about psychological effects of neutrality that do not fully manifest themselves until after 
the novel was written.  Woolf and O’Brien write from their respective national traditions, 
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but they do so to reveal the single-minded desire for power that lurks behind claims of 
moral superiority tied to nationalism.  Anglo-Irish writers Bowen and Beckett challenge 
these power relations by spreading out across national borders.  Writing during and after 
the conflict, Bowen’s fiction focuses primarily on the middle to end of the War in both 
England and Ireland.  Though still profoundly shaped by Ireland, Beckett expands the 
scope of his focus out to the continent, writing mostly from France both during and after 
the War in response to trauma that occurs both during and after the conflict. 
 In my first chapter, “The View and the Play: Revising the Dictator that is 
Ourselves in Woolf’s Between the Acts,” I read Woolf’s final novel alongside an entry 
from her diary and her earlier manifesto, Three Guineas (1938), arguing that ideas about 
the dictator figure from the manifesto help to reveal an alternative in Between the Acts to 
views of the dictator that doom us to passivity.  In Three Guineas, Woolf suggests of the 
dictator that “we cannot disassociate ourselves from that figure but are ourselves that 
figure  . . . we are not passive spectators doomed to unresisting obedience but by our 
thoughts and actions can ourselves change that figure” (168).  As I argue, the conflict 
between this perspective and the situation she envisions in her diary is at the heart of 
Woolf’s Between the Acts.  In the same way that she tries to locate everything in Hitler’s 
brain, Woolf’s characters strive to concentrate responsibility for the War in single 
individuals, but consequently feel even less control over their environment.  The central 
controlling element of this environment is the view, and the conflict between oppressive 
passivity and shared responsibility revolves around the emphatic difference between the 
responses of characters to the view and Miss La Trobe’s play.  The view is an 
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unchanging lens that has come to impede rather than aid individuals’ thinking.  Miss La 
Trobe’s play incorporates representations of British history its audience finds familiar, 
but gathers these scenes to reveal that their unity is a fantasy rather than to reinforce 
collective allegiance akin to the dangerous Fascist unity vividly displayed in Leni 
Riefenstahl’s Triumph des Willens.  In contrast to the monumental permanence 
Riefenstahl’s film attempts to evoke, the play’s ephemerality suggests it will not come to 
impede thinking as the view did.  The novel itself performs an analogous function, partly 
by containing the performance of the play and audience responses to it.  
 Between the Acts suggests that oppressed passivity causes repeated cycles of 
violence.  As has been frequently observed, the title of the novel can be read as referring 
to the interwar period.  It more specifically refers to that period as an era of dangerous 
passivity – not passive because of an absence of action in the form of combat, but due to 
inaction that failed to transform hierarchical power games.  The reporter Mr. Page’s 
interpretation of one scene in Miss La Trobe’s play reveals an overconfident view of 
post-World War I human accomplishment.  Certain of his interpretive authority, Mr. Page 
notes how 
 ‘Miss La Trobe conveyed to the audience Civilization (the wall) in ruin; rebuilt 
(witness man with hod) by human effort; witness also woman handing bricks. 
Any fool could grasp that.  Now issued black in fuzzy wig; coffee-coloured ditto 
in silver turban; they signify presumably the League of . . . ‘  
          A burst of applause greeted this flattering tribute to ourselves.  (181-182) 
 
Mr. Page unquestionably views the cloth as a wall that symbolizes “Civilization,” a force 
he perceives as positive.  Miss La Trobe suggests that we “perhaps miscall” this wall 
“civilization” (188).  She questions Page’s interpretation, but does not install another 
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absolute view in its place.  In contrast, Mr. Page’s assessment of his exegesis, that, “Any 
fool could grasp that,” discourages alternate readings because it associates disagreeing 
with stupidity.  The interruption of the phrase League of Nations suggests the 
organization’s failure to prevent war.  The audience’s applause destroys the League, 
implying the danger in the self-congratulatory interpretations they endorse.  Woolf 
depicts the applause as a “burst,” a verb of violent destruction.  The play aims to help 
audience members see their potential to become passive absorbers of a monolithic fantasy 
of unity that generates violence.  The final scenes encourage them to become agents, not 
of a view force-fed repeatedly as immutable truth, but of multiple liberating 
performances that may seem threatening due to the fragmentation they cause, but that 
offer possibilities for new interactions and understandings. 
 Through a novel stunningly different from Between the Acts on a stylistic level, 
O’Brien presents similar dangers of dictatorial impulses in an Irish context.  As with 
Woolf’s characters, the failures of O’Brien’s nameless narrator also come from his 
insistent vision of himself as a victim of tyranny and his refusal to admit unjust, despotic 
impulses as part of himself.  In this second chapter, “The Vision and Violence of 
O’Brien’s The Third Policeman and Irish Neutrality,” I argue that the behavior of the 
narrator, although darkly comic at many points in the narrative, takes on a deeper 
significance when read in the context of Ireland’s neutrality.  Like O’Brien’s narrator, 
who convinces himself that he comprehends the bewildering world around him, Irish 
citizens came to believe they understood their country’s policy and, more radically, that 
neutrality endowed them with an outlook on the War superior to the views of 
  
28!
belligerents.  The latter belief is more obviously dubious, but the former also proves 
questionable.  Beyond hiding details of the fighting from the Irish public, Irish censorship 
insidiously functioned to hide the actual extent of the government’s collaboration with 
the Allies, not only to avoid German attacks, but due to fears that knowledge of the 
alliance would cause internal conflict due to the clash of pro- and anti-British individuals 
(Ó Drisceoil 101).  The suppression of impassioned divisions did run the risk of creating 
a citizenry with a disturbing indifference toward the violent events of this global conflict.  
Although couched in a darkly zany world with no direct references to the actual historical 
moment, O’Brien’s characters’ indifference toward human suffering suggests the danger 
of concealing one’s relationship to violence in the hope of escaping that violence.  What 
the narrator believes to be his escape ultimately proves to be entirely illusory and part of 
a larger punishment he has inflicted upon himself.    
 By historicizing the novel through this context, I put forward a way of reading the 
text that has received virtually no critical attention.  Due to the lack of consistent, direct 
references to a historical point in time and the fact that the text was not published until 
1966 and thus removed from its historical moment, the novel has rarely been read 
alongside any historical context beyond the history of modern science.  Not surprisingly 
given her focus, Wills’ brief mention of the novel does consider The Third Policeman in 
the context of Irish neutrality.  She states, “It would be wrong to interpret it as a portrait 
of the stagnation caused by the war,” but concedes, “Nonetheless the novel’s surreal take 
on rural Ireland . . . drives home the feeling of confinement . . . [and] has odd similarities 
with the ‘real’ world of Ireland in mid-century . . .  [It is] a portrait of a culture neither 
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one thing nor the other, neither sovereign and independent nor imperial dominion” (265).  
Wills thus acknowledges affinities between the atmosphere of the novel and its historical 
period but is reluctant to consider the text as a representation of the War’s effects on 
Ireland.  Although the writing of the novel in the first months of Irish neutrality makes it 
impossible to read it as a portrait of mid-war or post-war Ireland, I argue that the genesis 
of Irish wartime perspectives in attitudes that existed in the mid-thirties encourages 
readings of the novel as shaped by the climate in the early months of the neutral policy 
and as imaginatively anticipating later consequences of those earlier responses. 
 Despite the threat of indifference that O’Brien’s novel implies, Bowen’s fiction, 
although it does portray a few Irish residents who appear to be detached from the War, 
focuses on Irish characters who have an investment in the conflict and in some cases 
want to aid the English war effort because they cannot fight in Ireland’s name.  In 
contrast to these characters, Bowen’s English residents, many of them Anglo-Irish, do not 
embody the passionate patriotism or even stoical endurance that propaganda suggests 
would be especially evident in Londoners like them.  In my third chapter, “‘They are all 
too rare – visions of where we are’: Looking Across the Irish Sea in Bowen’s Wartime 
Fiction,” I argue that Bowen challenges the images of both English and Irish citizens that 
each country attempts to create through propaganda.  In doing so, she attempts to 
question this new wartime phase in the countries’ long history of mutual 
contradistinction, and to suggest the potential for residents of England and Ireland to 
shape a new, shared community that can transcend their colonial relationship. 
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 The fact that Bowen spent considerable time living in Ireland and England would 
seem to make her an ideal hybrid figure, but over the years her national identity has been 
critically contested, not only because she is from an Anglo-Irish family who owned an 
estate gifted from Oliver Cromwell, but also because of her espionage on behalf of 
England during the Second World War.  Decades of critical scholarship, including studies 
as recent as the late nineties, treated Bowen primarily as a British and not Irish writer.  
For example, Karen Schneider includes Bowen (along with Woolf) in Loving Arms: 
British Women Writing and the Second World War (1997).  Much work that classified 
Bowen as British does not directly address the possibility of reading her as also being an 
Irish writer, but critical studies of the past decade and a half increasingly consider Bowen 
as both British and Irish, and in some cases even focus more on her Irishness.  Pushing 
directly against this trend, Brendan Clifford’s essay “Elizabeth Bowen Builds Her Irish 
Credentials,” which appears in the published version of Bowen’s Espionage Reports to 
Winston Churchill, 1940-2, argues that any seeming “Irishness” in Bowen is merely part 
of a calculated strategy on her part that helped her to “blend in” during her missions to 
Ireland as a spy.  Although correct that her work on Bowen’s Court (1942), a volume 
recounting the history of her family’s estate, could easily be seen as an excuse for being 
in Ireland during the War, Clifford’s admitted lack of experience with and knowledge 
about Bowen’s fiction causes him to miss a continued interest in Ireland beyond Bowen’s 
time as a spy.   
 The Heat of the Day, in which Ireland plays a pivotal role, as I argue, was not 
finished and published until after the War in 1948.  Bowen’s time in Ireland as a spy 
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likely shaped the scenes set in Ireland during the novel, but instead of serving as 
camouflage to disguise her role as spy, those scenes present responses of Irish individuals 
to the War and reveal the effects that knowledge of these perspectives can have on 
English residents.  Bowen’s novel not only emphasizes the contrast between the attitudes 
that Londoner Stella expects to find in the Irish and the outlooks she actually encounters, 
but also how time in Ireland enables Stella to see the dangers of the paranoid spylike way 
in which she has been viewing her life in London.  It is the influence of two Irishmen that 
transforms Stella’s perspective and enables her to finally take action.  In contrast to 
portraying a Londoner who uses her vision to gather information about Ireland to 
strengthen England’s position in the War, Bowen presents a woman who realizes her 
spylike behavior in her personal relationship is a defense mechanism she has used to 
avoid actively confronting her lover about an accusation that he is spying for Germany.  
 A character’s use of spylike ways of seeing as an attempt to avoid responsibility 
also plays a pivotal role in Samuel Beckett’s Molloy.  Like Bowen, Beckett also spied on 
behalf of the Allied side, though he was part of the French Resistance.  When Ireland 
declared its neutrality, Beckett, who had already lived in France but happened to be 
visiting his family in Ireland at the time, famously proclaimed his preference for living in 
France at war rather than Ireland in peace.  Given this choice, it is not surprising that 
Beckett’s writings suggest the new possibilities for Ireland to develop by looking toward 
the European continent, although his novels Watt and Molloy do not name names of 
countries or regions directly, as his radio address “The Capital of the Ruins” does.  In my 
fourth chapter, “Sleight of Hand, Narrative, and the Provisional in Beckett’s Watt, 
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Molloy, and ‘The Capital of the Ruins,’” I argue that the ambiguity of Beckett’s settings 
creates multiple associations that allow the texts to imply resonances between Ireland and 
other countries.  Much of the chapter traces a series of troubling similarities between 
Ireland and aspects of Nazi Germany, primarily through an analysis of Sam and the 
Lynch family from Watt and Moran and his community from Molloy.  Both novels 
implicitly compare the surveillance and propagandistic sleight of hand that Ireland and 
Germany each used against its own people to gain the compliance of citizens. 
 Propaganda in each country involved creating a nationalistic narrative that 
purported to reveal all the relevant past of the nation in ways designed to guide present 
and future action, but that was actually composed of a finite, biased perspective.  
Similarly, the structures of narration used by Sam in Watt and Moran in Molloy create 
illusions of unquestionable omniscience that mask the limited vantage points of the 
narrators.  In focusing primarily on Sam and Moran, I concentrate on figures that are less 
read in Beckett criticism than their counterparts Watt and Molloy who lend their names to 
the titles of their respective novels.  Despite Sam and Moran’s claims to have all the 
answers, readers can develop the ability to see through these narratives if they consider 
how specific parts of the narration represent the narrators’ attempted manipulation of 
readers through the larger surrounding narrative.  Beckett’s fiction suggests that one 
commonality between these narratives is their ability to fix all eyes on a vague, idealized 
community of the future, blinding individuals to present oppression.  Although they 
present some negative visions of the future, the texts do not give up the possibility of a 
new type of community that will provide individuals both the connection and freedom 
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that they need.  The continent offered negative views for the Irish to emulate, but Beckett 
suggests most directly in “The Capital of the Ruins” that it also could provide 
emancipating possibilities for not only national changes in Ireland, but also 
transformative international engagement. 
 The fiction I explore helps us to recognize and sometimes resolve specific 
emotional conflicts that challenge our powers of understanding within the more far-
reaching cultural trauma of the War as a whole.  The texts of Woolf and Beckett are 
ultimately the most directly affirmative, offering visions and viable transformations of the 
communal to at least some characters.  In Bowen’s fiction, a few characters develop new 
visions of their communities, but these understandings do not make transformations of 
those wartime collectives possible.  In O’Brien’s novel, the narrator never even develops 
a clear vision of his relationship to his community, much less a viable strategy for 
changing that relationship.  Although the characters’ abilities to understand their 
experiences differ, all of these works have the potential to help readers understand and 
transform the vast memories of the War into visions for viable communities that offer 
individuals active, non-violent forms of collective engagement. 
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THE VIEW AND THE PLAY: REVISING THE DICTATOR THAT IS 
OURSELVES IN WOOLF’S BETWEEN THE ACTS 
 
Introduction 
 
 In a September 5th, 1938 diary entry, Virginia Woolf struggles to understand and 
cope with the emerging Fascist threat and the possibility of war: 
What would war mean?  Darkness, strain: I suppose conceivably death.  [. . .]  . . . 
All that lies over the water in the brain of that ridiculous little man.  Why 
ridiculous?  Because none of it fits.  Encloses no reality.  Death & war & darkness 
representing nothing that any human being from the Pork butcher to the Prime 
Minister cares one straw about.  Not liberty, not life . . .  [. . .] Well I cant spread 
my mind wide eno’ to take it in, intelligibly.  If it were real, one cd. make 
something of it.  But as it is it merely grumbles, in an inarticulate way, behind 
reality. (166) 
 
Woolf initially attempts to discern the consequences of the likely war, a set of future 
circumstances that cannot be seen at the moment she writes.  She imagines her mind 
attempting but failing to expand wide enough to take in this impending future.  However, 
she suggests that all these dark elements do fit in the single brain of Hitler, an image that 
simultaneously makes his brain seem terrifyingly powerful, yet that also intimates a 
fantasy of containment.  Woolf pinpoints an individual as the locus of fears about a far-
reaching future too abstract and overwhelming to visualize.  Locating these future horrors 
solely within the brain of the dictator, she then refers to a wide social range of other 
individuals to exempt everyone else from the desire for death, war, and darkness.  
Although she intends to push against the Nazi regime, Woolf replicates absolutist thought 
structures.  She decides to unite a broad spectrum of people by defining them against an 
excluded other onto which she heaps all evil.    
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 Focusing blame on Hitler would not seem entirely misguided;3 however, Woolf 
presents a very different response to dictators in her 1938 manifesto Three Guineas.  In 
this text, Woolf suggests that acknowledging the dictator figure as ourselves can break 
the destructive cycles of passive spectatorship that give a dictator power.  This potential 
to take action and cease being passive spectators emerges in a passage from Three 
Guineas that contrasts with Woolf’s approach to Hitler in her diary entry.  She writes that 
as her text has proceeded, “adding fact after fact, another picture has imposed itself upon 
the foreground . . . He is called in German and Italian Führer or Duce; in our language 
Tyrant or Dictator” (168).  Initially, Woolf’s phrasing appears to endow the dictator with 
an uncontrollable power to push himself to the fore.  Yet it is not the dictator himself but 
the “picture” of the dictator that “has imposed itself.”  What at first glance may have 
seemed beyond the writer’s control suddenly changes as Woolf asserts that she has not 
“laid this picture before you” to inspire hatred. The capacity of the dictator image to 
impose itself does acknowledge the figure’s power, yet Woolf’s formulation also 
suggests that this figure emerges from the order in which she has chosen to shape Three 
Guineas.   
 Woolf presents this picture with the particular intent to reveal that we can change 
the figure of the dictator.  She argues that, “the human figure even in a photograph 
suggests other and more complex emotions.  It suggests that we cannot disassociate !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Randall L. Schweller in “Tripolarity and the Second World War” argues for a more 
complex set of causes, but points to a common line of argument that focuses on Hitler’s 
personality as a primary cause of WWII.  He quotes John Mueller, who contends that, “It 
almost seems that after World War I the only person left in Europe who was willing to 
risk another total war was Adolf Hitler” (1988:75) (74). 
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ourselves from that figure but are ourselves that figure.  It suggests that we are not 
passive spectators doomed to unresisting obedience but by our thoughts and actions can 
ourselves change that figure” (168).  Instead of using language to create images that 
separate ourselves from the dictator as she does in the diary entry, Woolf demonstrates a 
different mode of relating through her depiction of how the dictator emerges from the 
substance of her text. In her diary, the image of death, war, and darkness not “fitting” 
suggests that there is some space where they cannot be placed, yet the concept of 
enclosing no reality implies that they are a space that attempts and fails to surround 
reality.  These shifting spaces of failed containment solely alarm Woolf in her diary.  But 
in her novel Between the Acts (1941), ambiguous boundaries between the play and the 
rest of the novel, as well as other metafictional elements of the text, arise from the terror 
of possible literal and psychological invasion, yet also offer possibility for new freedoms.  
Although the assertion that we are the dictator could be seen as absolving the leader 
himself and creating a fatalistic, dehumanizing image, Woolf instead interprets this vision 
as empowering for ourselves because it can enable us to be creative actors and cease to be 
dominated as passive spectators. 
 Early in Between the Acts, Woolf presents a group of her characters as passive 
spectators of “the view.”  Beyond its existence as a literal landscape that can be seen 
from the grounds of Pointz Hall, the rural estate that is the novel’s setting, the text 
suggests that the view dulls the characters’ ability to take action in order to create change.  
The view supposedly looks the same in 1939 as it did in 1833 when a guidebook 
described it (52).  Woolf depicts the Oliver family’s attitudes toward the constancy of the 
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view, describing how, “They looked at the view; they looked at what they knew, to see if 
what they knew might perhaps be different today.  Most days it was the same” (53).  The 
family appears to take comfort in the continued sameness of the view, yet their 
motivation for looking seems to be a hope that there will be difference.  Their desire for 
difference remains extremely passive.  Yet the hope that what they know might be 
different suggests a latent desire that may help the Oliver family to rise above this passive 
spectatorship. 
 The view makes the Oliver family and their guests William Dodge and Mrs. 
Manresa into a group that denies both collective engagement and personal freedom.  
Sitting with their coffee, “[t]hey stared at the view as if something might happen in one 
of those fields to relieve them of the burden of sitting silent, doing nothing, in company.  
Their minds and bodies were so close, yet not close enough.  We aren’t free, each one of 
them felt separately, to feel or think separately, nor yet to fall asleep.  We’re too close; 
but not close enough.  So they fidgeted” (65).  Rather than drawing pleasure or strength 
from company, none believe they are free “to feel or think separately.”  Yet Woolf’s 
narrator interrupts what would appear to be a collective thought with the intervening 
phrase “each one of them felt separately,” suggesting an unrecognized potential for 
individual reflection.  Somehow in this moment those assembled experience a 
claustrophobic closeness from which they derive no positive intimate connection.  They 
sit quite tractably; none seem to consider taking any action or asking any questions.  All 
simply wish for something to happen to free them from “sitting silent, doing nothing, in 
company,” but none are willing to act. 
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 As they continue to sit in front of the view, it becomes seductive, hypnotic, and 
overtly mind-controlling.  Woolf’s narrator describes the responses of the group by 
suggesting “[h]ow tempting, how very tempting, [it would be] to let the view triumph; to 
reflect its ripple; to let their own minds ripple; to let outlines elongate and pitch over – so 
– with a sudden jerk. Mrs. Manresa yielded, pitched, plunged, then pulled herself up” 
(66).  Although the literal action of pitching forward that the narrator describes is dozing 
off, linking the view to what they knew suggests a paralyzing feedback loop through 
which what already seems known is reaffirmed repeatedly through this ripple effect.  The 
effect induces a falling back and forth between unconscious and semi-conscious states.  
After pitching forward, Mrs. Manresa half-heartedly praises the view, but  “[n]obody 
answered her.  The flat fields glared green yellow, blue yellow, red yellow, then blue 
again.  The repetition was senseless, hideous, stupefying” (67).  Woolf’s choice of the 
verb “glared” is quite significant.  A piece of Woolf’s description of the dictator image in 
Three Guineas emphasizes that “His eyes are glazed; his eyes glare” (168).  Like the 
glazed but glaring eyes of the dictator, the view simultaneously dulls and plays tricks on 
their eyesight through its haze, yet also stares at those assembled fiercely with an 
invisible yet present influence.  Unlike the scenario Woolf evokes in Three Guineas, 
those assembled do not realize that they can change this glare. 
 Woolf’s images of the view and its influence on those assembled bear a striking 
resemblance to visual displays and audience behavior presented in Leni Riefenstahl’s 
1935 film Triumph des Willens (Triumph of the Will), which documented the 1934 Nazi 
rally at Nuremberg.  Although possible to read as a coincidence in isolation, the use of 
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triumph to describe the group succumbing to the view’s influence becomes significant 
through further similarities.  The film features innumerable crowd scenes that take place 
at various events during the rally.  Every group demonstrates a similarly passive unity of 
response with no individual volition.  Regardless of whether their particular props are 
flags, standards, shovels, or instruments, each marching crowd looks like a single 
organism with identically moving parts.  Their straight rows are also present in listening 
audiences – the distant aerial images of those assembled are series of inanimate squares.  
The vocalizations of these crowds repeat the same phrases, often as a form of set call and 
response with speakers.  Even assembled groups that initially appear to be gathered with 
less obvious material precision embody a mechanical unity of response to a common 
stimulus.  For example, a crowd is shown stretching as one in an attempt to catch a 
glimpse of Hitler entering the stadium in which they have gathered.  The camera focuses 
first on the tops of their bodies and then cuts to a shot of their legs bent at stunningly 
identical angles.   
 The individuals that comprise these groups are both too close in that they merge 
into single organisms, yet also not close enough, because interaction between individuals 
as individuals is not featured.  The film as a whole cycles through numerous repetitions 
of these basic types of groups, all of which respond to repetitive images and movements 
that appear designed to hypnotize the viewer of the film as well.  Scenes feature flag after 
flag, standard after standard, swastika after swastika, all rippling with a controlled, 
seductive repetition like the view.  In the nighttime scenes, torches move with a repetitive 
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glare akin to the flashing fields Woolf describes.  The view’s stupefying effects resemble 
the hypnotic visual patterns of the film. 
 For all its similarities to Woolf’s representation of the view, Riefenstahl’s film 
even more readily resembles initial impressions of Miss La Trobe’s play in Between the 
Acts.  Both are works of performative art in which female directors shape visions of 
national consciousness.  As Gillian Beer suggests, in certain respects the play “mimics 
the self-congratulatory forms of village pageants, then so often held on Empire Day” 
(170).  A conversation between Colonel and Mrs. Mayhew, one of the couples in the 
audience, emphasizes the expectations of at least some spectators that the play will 
function in this way, but also suggests the gap between Miss La Trobe’s production and 
these more common types of village pageants.  Although the Mayhews’ attraction to the 
view and their veneration of the army may be difficult to change, the Colonel’s questions 
suggest the potential of Miss La Trobe’s play to elicit a reexamining of English history 
by individuals in her audience.  As she works behind the scenes “[m]any eyes, Miss La 
Trobe knew, for every cell in her body was absorbent, looked at the view . . . She could 
feel them slipping through her fingers looking at the view” (151-152).  Miss La Trobe 
feels that her play competes with the view.  Given the view’s restrictive powers, this 
competition suggests that the play functions as an alternate possibility that can free the 
audience from its paralyzing mind-control.  Because the play includes some features 
present in nationalistic celebrations, individuals initially believe that it will be a typical 
pageant.  When the play defies instead of repetitively reinforcing these assumptions, it 
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encourages individuals to examine their preconceptions and see possibilities beyond the 
“what they knew” that the view provides. 
  Lucy Swithin, a central character in the novel, inspires responses from characters 
that are similar to the audience’s initial and revised reactions to the play.  Characters and 
critics4 both associate Lucy with passivity and conservatism because she is elderly and 
religious.  At first she appears to be under the spell of the view and restricted by the 
oppressive conventions of the religious system symbolized by the cross that hangs around 
her neck.  But like the play that at first seems to reinforce hierarchies but enables its 
audience to question them, Lucy has the potential to embody an alternative to the 
passivity of the view.  She serves as a catalyst that makes other characters conscious of 
their thinking, which attempts to oppose absolutism, but actually replicates its thought 
structures as Woolf’s diary entry does.  By helping characters realize the presence of 
these types of thoughts in themselves, Lucy makes it possible for several characters to see 
the need for alternative forms of thought and action.  
 I explore Lucy’s effect on three characters, all of whom initially associate her 
with absolutism, but realize that their responses to her actually reveal absolutist 
tendencies in themselves.  Lucy’s nephew Giles associates her with the passivity induced 
by the view in order to repress his own love for it and the passivity that comes with that 
admiration.  His attempt to lash out at her reveals to him his own fears.  Although the 
action Giles takes to counteract his passivity does not immediately prove to be a fruitful !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Rosenfeld is one of the most critical, arguing that, “What makes Swithin ultimately 
questionable is her inability to resist authority in the form of patriarchal symbols.  She 
wears a cross around her neck in a novel that invokes yokes, rings, and nooses as images 
of enslavement by convention” (128-129). 
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alternative, his awareness gives him the possibility of finding another way.  William 
Dodge, a visitor to Pointz Hall whom Lucy helps to turn away from the controlling 
aspects of the view, forgets his positive feelings for her when he fixates on her cross as an 
oppressive symbol that he decides must define her.  Dodge temporarily allows this 
narrow perception to constitute his conception of Lucy, not realizing that it is he who 
thinks in limiting, absolutist terms by projecting this attitude onto her.  The play and 
Lucy’s responses to it make it possible for Dodge to rediscover a more capacious mode 
of thought.  During a conversation backstage, Lucy’s reference to Egyptian pharaoh 
Cleopatra brings to the surface playwright Miss La Trobe’s dictatorial impulses, which 
threaten to transform the play into a controlling spectacle like Triumph des Willens.  
However, bringing these feelings to Miss La Trobe’s conscious mind makes possible a 
performance that moves beyond its creator’s control.  The play gives its audience the 
power to be actors rather than passive spectators by helping characters become alive to 
their own unacted parts.  Being aware of diverse unacted parts provides individuals with 
liberating roles they may choose to play in the future.  It also makes possible the 
conscious knowledge of less desirable unacted parts, the repression of which limits 
emancipatory self-reflection.  The play helps the community find viable ways to function 
collectively without the forced unity of absolute rule.  
 In her diary entry, Woolf suggests that the future conflict is not yet real, but if it 
were “one cd. make something of it.”  The commentary to follow explores how Between 
the Acts makes something of the fearful waiting and confusion in response to the 
impending Second World War as well as impulses to locate the cause of a vast, restrictive 
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system in another individual’s mind or mode of vision.  Woolf’s novel brings out a 
distinctive, liberatory potential by staging interactions between characters that present 
them wrestling with the prospect of war and their own fascist impulses.  Acknowledging 
these elements of individual and collective thought, or realizing that the dictator is 
ourselves, creates possibilities for thinking differently on the individual level and for 
acting as a collective in ways that do not replicate the monolithic unity of fascist 
collectives.  I consider how Lucy Swithin’s presence and Miss La Trobe’s play become 
catalysts for individual and collective change, not by immediately pushing characters into 
new kinds of thinking, but by first helping them become aware of fascist tendencies.  
Rather than promising some new permanent individual or collective unity, the characters’ 
realizations suggest the potential to develop multiple, dynamic syntheses with a diverse 
array of fragments. 
 
Giles’ Response to the View: Denial, Desire, and Action 
 
 Although he does engage in aggressive behavior, Giles Oliver’s need for action 
does not mean he should be dismissed as a symbol of Fascism, but instead reveals his 
individual struggle against the forces Woolf herself could not always try to understand 
without entering into fascist modes of thinking.  As Woolf does in her diary entry, Giles 
strives to take in the threat of impending war.  He imagines that “the whole of Europe – 
over there – was bristling like . . . He had no command of metaphor.  Only the ineffective 
word ‘hedgehog’ illustrated his vision of Europe, bristling with guns, poised with planes” 
(53).  Giles’ mind strains to envision the vast expanse of continental Europe.  Feeling 
unable to do so, he tries to represent the threat in a smaller image he can grasp as Woolf 
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attempted to contain the evil in the brain of one man.  But in his further struggles to 
comprehend the danger, Giles rages not at Hitler, but at his Aunt Lucy because she seems 
entirely unaware of the potential consequences of the impending conflict.  Lucy makes a 
comment that appears to express an unwavering confidence in the view’s endurance.  
Although Giles’ frustration with his aunt initially suggests that he believes the view to be 
irrelevant in the face of impending war, Giles focuses on Lucy’s inaction because he 
loves the view and wants to divert himself from dwelling on the terrifying prospect that 
he is powerless to protect it.  Despite his half-repressed love for the view, Giles 
intuitively senses the problems with the passivity that it induces in those who gaze upon 
it.  He attempts to break his own passivity by physical action, but these acts do not relieve 
his helplessness. 
 When Lucy seems to take the constancy of the view for granted, Giles reacts with 
physical rage toward her to mask his own fears.  As the family sits down after lunch in 
front of the view, Lucy observes “‘That’s what makes a view so sad . . . And so beautiful.  
It’ll be there,’ she nodded at the strip of gauze laid upon the distant fields, ‘when we’re 
not’” (53).  Giles can only “show his irritation, his rage with old fogies who sat and 
looked at views over coffee and cream” by pushing  “his chair into position with a jerk” 
(53).  Although he struggles to comprehend the threat, the coffee sipping company stands 
in stark contrast to the prospect of violence Giles perceives.  He resents his aunt for 
seeming to have no qualms about sitting out in front of the view as the family always has, 
and even declaring that it will endure far beyond their lives.  The intensity of his 
resentment comes from his own simultaneous certainty and uncertainty about the 
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impending conflict.  Like Woolf in the diary entry, Giles feels certain that war is 
inevitable, yet uncertain about the precise nature of what it will bring.  This clash of 
certainty and uncertainty causes him to try to simplify the threat by focusing on what he 
perceives as Lucy’s denial of it. 
 Giles blames Lucy in an attempt to distract himself from his own love of the view 
and his inability to discern specific forms of action that can counteract the passivity it 
induces.  He fears that “At any moment guns would rake that land into furrows; planes 
splinter Bolney Minster into smithereens and blast the Folly.  He, too, loved the view.  
And blamed Aunt Lucy, looking at views, instead of – doing what?” (53).  Giles’ anger 
toward Lucy stems from the love he feels for the view and the way of life it represents.  
He fears that he will be forced to witness the destruction of this scene he has always 
known.  Even though Giles silently condemns Lucy for looking at the view with 
seemingly no sense of how fleeting it might be due to the coming war, his condemnation 
of her allows him to realize the vagueness of his own accusation.  The phrase “instead of 
– doing what?” suggests Giles’ confused hesitation as he realizes he has no alternative 
action for Lucy to take. 
 Blaming Lucy enables Giles to become consciously aware that he has no other 
possible course of action to replace the behavior he condemns.  Giles’ conscious attempt 
to separate himself from “old fogies” like Lucy causes him to realize the porous and 
precarious nature of those boundaries.  Although his initial impulse is to rebuke those 
who sit and look at the view, Giles cannot for long deny that he is part of this passive 
group, because “as for himself, one thing followed another; and so he sat, with old fogies, 
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looking at views” (53-54).  Giles attempts to fix blame on Lucy to avoid blaming himself, 
but also to create the illusion that the uncontrollable state of Europe is actually under the 
control of some salient individual.  If only Lucy would allow herself to see that the view 
is vulnerable and take action, the view could be protected.  Everything would be under 
control.  This attempt to scapegoat Lucy gives way to the self-hatred that it attempted to 
repress and Giles’ uneasy and angry realization of his own passivity. 
 Because Giles realizes he is part of this passive group and is at this point just as 
powerless, he attempts to relieve his frustrations by turning incidental acts of aggression 
into opportunities to mentally target individuals as scapegoats.  He kicks “ a sharp stone” 
(98) and imagines that he is kicking “Manresa (lust)”, “Dodge (perversion)”, “himself 
(coward).  And the fourth and fifth and all the others were the same” (99).  Giles’ 
coupling of the two individuals he mentions (other than himself) with an abstract quality 
indicates the impulse to flesh out hard to understand abstractions through an individual as 
he earlier tried to project his complex anxieties about the war onto his aunt.  The narrator 
indicates that William Dodge’s homosexuality provides Giles with “another peg on 
which to hang his rage as one hangs a coat on a peg, conveniently” (60).  As with Giles’ 
anger at Lucy, his kicking of the stone does not repress his self-hatred, allow him to 
understand his feelings more clearly, or make him feel less impotent for more than a 
moment.   
 At the end of Giles’ kicks, he comes upon another outlet for his frustration -- a 
snake feeding on a toad.  He considers the process to be unnatural, and destroys them 
both: “couched in the grass, curled in an olive green ring, was a snake.  Dead?  No, 
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choked with a toad in its mouth.  The snake was unable to swallow; the toad was unable 
to die.  A spasm made the ribs contract; blood oozed. It was birth the wrong way round--a 
monstrous inversion.  So, raising his foot, he stamped on them.  The mass crushed and 
slithered” (99).  Standing in front of the view, he had groped for and found the beastly 
image of a hedgehog – a vision that left him feeling unsatisfied because he intuitively felt 
that it did not really capture his perceptions of the violent continent.  But as he comes 
upon the snake-toad, Giles seizes upon it as an image he can link to his vague anxieties 
because of the blood, the feelings of entrapment, and also likely his anger toward Dodge, 
because inversion was the most common term for homosexuality at the time.  These 
associations combine with the convenience of the act.  Unlike the hedgehog metaphor, 
the snake-toad is actually there, and unlike William Dodge or Aunt Lucy, snakes and 
toads are creatures one can strike and even kill without major social repercussions.  
 Giles’ attempts to lash out at individuals to resolve his anxieties and break out of 
the crippling passivity the view induces only end up leaving him angrier, even though the 
sight of the snake-toad momentarily seemed like a way out of his confusion.  Giles is 
slightly troubled by his bloody shoes, but his initial overriding feeling is that “it was 
action.  Action relieved him” (99).  Infuriated by his inability to do anything about the 
conflict in Europe and the perceived threat to his homeland, Giles finds relief in action 
that can distract him from the stifling inaction that waiting for war involves.  This action 
only temporarily makes Giles feel less frustrated, because his wife looks at his bloody 
shoes and says “as plainly as words could say it . . . ‘Silly little boy, with blood on his 
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boots’” (111).  Giles once again feels infantilized as he did when he first began kicking 
the stone and thought of it as, “a child’s game” (98). 
 It would not be difficult to fall into the temptation of equating Giles 
unquestioningly with Fascists.  The act of stomping in itself has a powerful association 
with Fascism.  Giles’ instinct to respond to what he perceives as unnatural with 
destructive disgust can be read as a desire at the heart of Nazi ideology.  His stamping on 
the snake could suggest that Woolf intends for readers to see him as a fascist or a symbol 
of domestic fascism, but this interpretation unwittingly repeats the type of error Giles 
commits when he blames Lucy, when he kicks stones, and when he stomps the snake-
toad.  By considering this type of reading but moving past its oversimplifications, readers 
become aware of tendencies we share with characters, impulses to find pegs on which to 
hang our anxiety-bred ideologies.  The text reveals that these impulses not only harm the 
individuals used as pegs, but also those who hang them. 
 A more rounded and sympathetic reading of Giles is suggested by an entry in 
Woolf’s diary that describes her upset yet ultimately accepting response to her husband 
Leonard’s behavior.  On May 15, 1940, Woolf depicts an impulse similar to Giles’ in her 
husband when he volunteers to join a group intended to provide defense against invading 
parachutists.  She admits “[o]ur nerves are harassed – mine at least: L. evidently relieved 
by the chance of doing something” (284-285).  Woolf depicts Leonard’s desires as a site 
of conflict between them, yet despite her negative responses to his gun and uniform, her 
perception of how even the chance of “doing something” has “relieved” her husband 
suggests that Giles’ relief is not simply an indictment of Fascist inhumanity in the 
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abstract, but instead a representation of an individual struggling to think differently, but 
falling into behavior that does not help him to do that. 
 Despite his violent tendencies, Woolf also does not construct Giles as rejoicing in 
the patriarchal system of power she critiqued in Three Guineas and linked to Fascism, but 
makes clear to readers that it also restricts him.  As MacKay and Rosenfeld emphasize, 
he would have rather been a farmer than a stockbroker.  He feels forced into his job 
because “he had no special gift, no capital, and had been furiously in love with his wife” 
(47).  Even though he is male, Giles does not have the freedom to pursue what he desires.  
His way of life traps him in a frustrating inertia for which he resents himself.  Giles is not 
entirely uncritical, as he does have a vague sense that something more than the 
individuals he scapegoats trap him, but like his visions of the coming war, he can only 
express these feelings through images.  For only an instant he allows himself to consider 
“the conglomeration of things [that] pressed you flat; held you fast, like a fish in water” 
(47).  In his essay, “ ‘ “I” Rejected; “We” Substituted’: Self and Society in Between the 
Acts,” Mark Hussey points out that Woolf uses a similar image of a trapped fish to 
describe herself in her autobiography, “A Sketch of the Past” (148).  Woolf’s choice to 
endow Giles with comparable feelings to her own further suggests that despite his 
negative qualities, he is not a one-dimensional symbol for Fascism, but instead an 
individual facing its effects as both a victim and a perpetrator.   
 The fish passage from “A Sketch of the Past” also shares several attributes with 
Woolf’s depiction of the view, linking the abiding limits of Giles’ life to that force.  In 
her autobiography Woolf writes, “Consider what immense forces society brings to play 
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upon each of us . . . I see myself as a fish in a stream; deflected; held in place; but cannot 
describe the stream” (14).  Although she described oppressive aspects of the English 
social system in works like A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas, Woolf suggests 
that she cannot describe the forces that deflect her and hold her in place even though she 
sees that she is in their current.  As Giles does, she reaches for an animal metaphor in the 
face of immense and powerfully restrictive phenomena that she cannot clearly describe, 
but which she feels profoundly affect her.  Although the inability to describe the stream 
suggests a sense of social disempowerment, acknowledging her incapacity to grasp the 
whole is better than denying that inability, because it does not replicate false Fascist 
assertions of absolute knowledge.  The stream metaphor for vast social forces 
significantly resembles the view whose influence also comes in ripples.  Woolf also uses 
the same verb “deflected” in her autobiography as she does when describing the effects of 
the view’s “prison” as a “sleep haze that deflected them” (66).  The view induces a state 
that interposes itself between the spectators and directions in which they might have 
wanted to move.  It holds them passively in place.   
 
Dodge and Lucy’s Multiple Minds 
 
 Despite the power of the view to detain the characters, Lucy and William Dodge 
do manage to escape temporarily from its direct influence.  After the group has long been 
silent, Lucy suddenly speaks “in a low voice, as if the exact moment for speech had 
come, as if she had promised, and it was time to fulfill her promise, ‘come, come and I’ll 
show you the house.’  She addressed no one in particular.  But William Dodge knew she 
meant him” (67).  Woolf foreshadows the fleeting nature of their escape by effecting it 
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not through the type of acknowledgment she reveals in Three Guineas, but through Lucy 
and William’s shared surveying of the view “aloofly and with detachment” (66).  Instead 
of transcending the role of passive spectators by finding a viable alternative, Lucy and 
Dodge merely turn away from the view.  Their escape allows Dodge to briefly see Lucy 
not as an old woman with outmoded opinions, but as another individual with whom he 
could find a mode of thinking and seeing different from the view.  However, he falls back 
into the type of vision the view encourages.  Although the initial understanding between 
William and Lucy offers them temporary relief from the view’s oppressive effects and 
allows them to see the possibilities of new roles, it is only through their involvement in 
the play that they more fully realize the potential for change.  
 Dodge forms a temporary connection with Lucy, who seems to offer the 
possibility for a vision different from the view.  At the beginning of their time together in 
the house, he sees a variety of Lucy’s personal attributes that cause him to look at her 
dismissively, but comes to believe she has reached out to him, and profoundly bonds with 
her.  Of Lucy and her actions Dodge thinks, “Old and frail she had climbed the stairs.  
She had spoken her thoughts, ignoring, not caring if he thought her, as he had, 
inconsequent, sentimental, foolish.  She had lent him a hand to help him up a steep place.  
She had guessed his trouble” (70-71).  Although he initially looks down on her, 
William’s realization that Lucy continues to speak her thoughts moves him.  She provides 
a model for continuing to express oneself even in the face of ridicule.  Lucy reveals to 
Dodge how sitting before the view made her feel, and in that moment embodies a vision 
that contrasts with its mind-control.  When he reminds her of his name, which she has 
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forgotten, it powerfully transforms Lucy for an instant, as in response, “she smiled a 
ravishing girl’s smile, as if the wind had warmed the wintry blue in her eyes to amber. ‘I 
took you,’ she apologized, ‘away from your friends, William, because I felt wound tight 
here . . .’  She touched her bony forehead upon which a blue vein wriggled like a blue 
worm.  But her eyes in their caves were still lambent.  He saw her eyes only” (72).  In 
contrast to the view that glares with eyes like Woolf’s dictator in Three Guineas and that 
traps the Olivers and their guests in heat, Lucy’s eyes glow with a soft radiance.  
 This moment of connection makes it possible for Dodge to unburden himself to 
Lucy, even though he actually remains silent.  The cruel treatment Dodge has received 
due to his sexuality has caused a fracture in his consciousness.  As he looks at Lucy, he 
wishes  “to kneel before her, to kiss her hand, and to say: ‘At school they held me under a 
bucket of dirty water, Mrs. Swithin; when I looked up, the world was dirty, Mrs. Swithin; 
so I married; but my child’s not my child, Mrs. Swithin.  I’m a half-man, Mrs. Swithin; a 
flickering, mind-divided little snake in the grass Mrs. Swithin; as Giles saw; but you’ve 
healed me . . .” (73).  Although Dodge’s silence could be read as a failure to 
communicate, his desire to tell Lucy she has healed him suggests that he has found solace 
in her presence without confessing his pain to her in direct words.  William’s image of 
the world being dirty after the dirty water was thrown on him implies that the 
homophobia of his schoolmates profoundly affected his view of the world.  His divided 
mind causes him to look at himself unfavorably, even to loathe himself.  He felt the need 
to erect absolute boundaries within his own mind.  The division is like a wound that 
William feels Lucy’s attentions have healed.  
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 In contrast to Dodge’s feelings of being “mind-divided,” Woolf describes Lucy as 
being “of two minds,” a phrase that suggests her potential to think differently in ways that 
can heal him.  Although critics such as Snaith consider Lucy to be a character with a 
“single-minded” (150) view, the juxtaposition of the phrase with Dodge’s mind-
dividedness implies a deep significance to the association with Lucy.  Being of two 
minds suggests she may make possible for William to see his own mind in less self-
destructive ways, “‘It is time,’ said Mrs. Swithin, ‘to go and join – ’ She left the sentence 
unfinished, as if she were of two minds, and they fluttered to right and to left, like 
pigeons rising from the grass” (74).  In contrast to being mind-divided, being of two 
minds creates the possibility to transform what seemed through dirty water to be a 
fractured mind into a multiple consciousness that can act different parts at various 
moments, but that does not need to deny or despise its roles.  Although readers can guess 
that the end of Lucy’s sentence would indicate it is time to go and join the rest of the 
audience for the play, its unfinished nature gives it the possibility to end in a number of 
ways and also allows it to emphasize joining itself – it is time to go and join, to heal 
divided minds.  Schneider argues that the old widow fails “to assert her holistic vision as 
a constructive alternative to masculinist ways of ordering reality . . . [and that] Lucy thus 
represents the failure to develop one’s potential to think differently” (117).  Although 
Lucy says little to William directly, she does not fail to develop her potential to think 
differently.  To state her thinking directly and forcefully would undermine the differences 
between it and the type of thinking it questions.  Lucy’s willingness to share her feelings 
moves him to trust her and offers him an alternative to his earlier dodging of himself. 
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 Despite Dodge’s positive response to Lucy, one of the multiple roles she embraces 
frustrates him because it seems to him at odds with the fellow outsider to whom he feels 
drawn.  William is grateful to Lucy when she pulls him away from the view and its 
endlessly reiterated knowledge that held the group together yet made each individual feel 
more disconnected.  But Miss La Trobe’s play seems to portend a return to the trap of the 
view, a spectacle that will reflect back all-too-familiar rhetoric of British history and lock 
its audience into a hypnotic, passive role that makes all assembled not free to think.  For a 
moment as “[t]he audience was assembling” Lucy and Dodge continue to be free 
together: “they, looking down from the window, were truants, detached.  Together they 
leant half out of the window” (72).  As Lucy leans out the window with Dodge, the sun 
suddenly hits her cross necklace, drawing his attention and causing him to ask, “How 
could she weight herself down by that sleek symbol?  How stamp herself, so volatile, so 
vagrant, with that image?  As he looked at it they were truants no more” (73). Dodge 
focuses on a part of Lucy as if it were a whole.  To him, the oppressive system associated 
with Lucy’s cross appears to be profoundly at odds with her spirit he trusted and admired.  
 Dodge fixates on this symbol and forgets about what he felt for Lucy moments ago; 
his own interpretation of her becomes as responsible for the end of their time alone 
together as the start of the pageant or any tie to Reverend Streatfield and his faith Lucy 
actually possesses.  Woolf subtly emphasizes this cause-and-effect relation in the 
phrasing, “As he looked at it they were truants no more.”  The phrase’s structure implies 
a link between Dodge’s fixation on her cross and the loss of this escape he and Lucy 
shared.  Dodge had an understanding of her complexity as an individual capable of 
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multiple roles, but he allows himself to be weighted down by the symbol and temporarily 
permits it to oversimplify his reading of Lucy. 
 Lucy’s religious faith does not just temporarily make it difficult for Dodge to 
embrace her, but also leads many critics to have serious reservations about her, even if 
they concede some of her positive qualities.!!Schneider praises Lucy for having “an 
active, curious intelligence and a rare capacity for perceiving reality in terms of fluid 
boundaries, connection, and mutuality” and because she “tends to ignore the conventions 
Bart rigorously upholds” (116).  But Schneider tempers her approval of Lucy’s resistance 
to patriarchal convention, arguing that “Looking heavenward rather than to attainment of 
a more harmonious life on earth, Lucy employs a readily available coping mechanism 
that enables her to ‘ignore the battle in the mud’ ” (117).  The charge is surprising given 
Schneider’s criticism of Lucy for not resisting her brother’s authority, because it is an 
image Bart uses to describe his sister (203).  Schneider further suggests that Lucy “de-
radicalizes her ‘one-making’ by displacing it onto conventional religious mysticism” 
(116).  That characters and critics associate Lucy’s propensity for seeing connections 
with her religious faith is understandable, yet her first, clearest, and most consistent link 
between multiple life forms does not have a religious context.  This link comes when she 
thinks of “rhododendron forests in Piccadilly; when the entire continent, not then, she 
understood, divided by a channel, was all one; populated, she understood, by . . . 
monsters; the iguanodon, the mammoth, and the mastodon; from whom presumably, she 
thought, jerking the window open, we descend” (8-9).  This intimation of connection, 
inspired by Lucy’s reading in her book Outline of History, lacks a religious ethos and 
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instead suggests quite a whimsical grasp of Darwin, but an evolutionary rather than 
Biblical bent nonetheless.!
 Although the scene Schneider uses as evidence of Lucy’s conventional mysticism 
is a complex piece of free indirect discourse that critics often read as a blend between 
Lucy’s actual thoughts and Woolf’s narrator’s distancing criticism, it can be read instead 
as another example of characters’ and the critics’ propensity for focusing on individuals 
to explain oppressive forces.  Schneider quotes the passage directly, but omits one 
reference to Dodge and Isa and ends her quoting before the second.  These omitted 
references call into question the accuracy of these thoughts as reported by Schneider.  
The full passage runs as follows: 
Mrs. Swithin caressed her cross.  She gazed vaguely at the view.  She was off, 
they guessed, on a circular tour of the imagination – one-making.  Sheep, cows, 
grass, trees, ourselves – all are one.  If discordant, producing harmony – if not to 
us, to a gigantic ear attached to a gigantic head.  And thus – she was smiling 
benignly – the agony of the particular sheep, cow, or human being is necessary; 
and so – she was beaming seraphicaly at the gilt vane in the distance – we reach 
the conclusion that all is harmony, could we hear it.  And we shall.  Her eyes now 
rested on the white summit of a cloud.  Well, if the thought gave her comfort, 
William and Isa smiled across her, let her think it. (175) 
 
The framing “they guessed” which Schneider omits, as well as the closing line, implies at 
least some intervention by Dodge and Isa.  Lest this seem unsubstantiated by the passage, 
I turn to Zwerdling, whose negative view of Lucy makes him a surprising ally, yet part of 
his reading does agree with mine when he argues that, “in a highly ironic passage, 
William and Isa effectively demolish her authority”  (230).  The idea that William and Isa 
“demolish” Lucy’s authority seems too violent, yet Zwerdling’s claim makes them the 
agents of this disparaging representation of her consciousness.  Many critics use this Isa 
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and Dodge scene to typify Lucy, by giving a nod to her “one-making,” but the 
involvement of Isa and Dodge in the passage complicates its use as an absolute 
exposition of Lucy.  It is an interpretation of her by other characters, a reading that 
further descriptions of Lucy’s speech and actions challenge.   
 Lucy’s stroking of her cross could be read as implying that she thinks these 
harmonious thoughts, yet the action is later associated with an attitude toward faith quite 
different from what Isa and Dodge imagine.  Lucy is described as caressing her cross 
“[p]erfunctorily”  as  “her eyes went searching, looking for fish . . . She stood between 
two fluidities, caressing her cross.  Faith required hours of kneeling in the early morning.  
Often the delight of the roaming eye seduced her – a sunbeam, a shadow” (204-205).  
Lucy’s caressing of the cross is depicted as perfunctory; faith is associated with the hard 
work of kneeling.  Her delight and comfort come from the sights she sees, fish and the 
play of light.  When she attempts to link these visions to her faith, she is unable to do so 
without imagining the skeptical reactions of her brother Bart.5  Although what she sees 
provides her with comfort, Lucy’s caressing of her necklace comes at a moment of 
conflict and doubt.  In addition to this later moment, Dodge’s negative thoughts when he 
stares at Lucy’s cross as they gaze out the window suggest that the action of Lucy 
caressing her cross a short time after could likely inspire him to continue his 
oversimplification of her. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 In this late scene we see the clash in Lucy between her impulse to move her eyes all 
around to take in the world and her belief that she must focus to protect a singular vision.  
Her brother believes “She would have been . . .  a very clever woman, had she fixed her 
gaze” (24).  Ironically, Lucy’s religious faith, which Bart consistently maligns, is his 
sister’s attempt to do just that. 
  
58!
 The novel’s staging of these interactions between Dodge, Isa, and Lucy presents 
the conflict of Woolf’s diary entry in a different context that reveals the self-restrictive 
effects of locating abstract power in the mind of another individual.  Although less 
violently than Giles, Isa and Dodge also use Lucy as a scapegoat, a move that is 
particularly ironic given that they construct a caricature of her in an attempt to bolster 
their shared belief6 in the importance of individuals.  Dodge temporarily forgets his 
perception that Lucy felt his individual pain and healed him.  In their patronizing 
construction of Lucy, Isa and Dodge ignore the possibility of her individual suffering.  
Even though they do so with a patronizingly affectionate tone rather than with overt fear, 
Isa and Dodge try to locate the beliefs against which they define their own perspectives in 
Lucy’s mind in order to contain them, a process akin to what Woolf does in her diary 
entry with Hitler.  What Isa and Dodge attempt to work against is the power of the 
English patriarchal system that victimizes them both.  They try to reduce the power that 
operates through religion by re-envisioning it as an eccentric old lady’s fantasies.  
Imagining these thoughts as Lucy’s puts Isa and Dodge in a position of power by 
endowing them with the choice to “let” (175) her think in this way that they deem 
ridiculous. 
 Isa and Dodge’s constructions of Lucy’s thoughts are called into question by what 
the old woman says after they imagine her vision.  Instead of the restrictive and total 
unity about which Isa and Dodge believe she is thinking, Lucy focuses on open-ended !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 The seemingly shared consciousness that allows Isa and Dodge to potentially work 
together to imagine these thoughts of Lucy’s is an interesting phenomenon but outside 
the scope of this analysis. 
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meaning in response to Miss La Trobe’s play.  She asks Isa, “‘D’you get her meaning?’” 
and when Isa shakes her head no, Lucy suggests, “‘But you might say the same of 
Shakespeare’” (175).  In comparing Miss La Trobe to Shakespeare, Lucy does not 
emphasize a totalizing system that both authors represent in their work.  She points out a 
particular affinity quite different from the sort of one-making Dodge and Isa imagined.  
Lucy associates Miss La Trobe and Shakespeare with each other due to the rich 
possibilities of their ambiguity and the difficulty of finding singular meanings in their 
work.  The old woman creates an impression of absolutism, but her spoken words 
challenge those perceptions of her thoughts.  
 
Lucy Stirs Miss La Trobe’s Conflicting Impulses 
 
 The basis for Lucy’s association between Miss La Trobe and Shakespeare 
becomes clearer through a reading of the visit backstage that Lucy makes right before the 
interaction with Dodge and Isa.  Lucy’s positive feelings about meaning that cannot be 
fully grasped are likely due to a conversation she has just had with the playwright during 
the interval.  Even though the audience is not supposed to intrude backstage, Lucy pokes 
her head over the bushes in order to express her gratitude to Miss La Trobe.  Woolf 
reveals the challenge of expressing these feelings through the difficulty Lucy has 
articulating her gratitude.  Lucy’s struggle to explain what the performance has meant to 
her life seems a failure, yet Miss La Trobe and Lucy’s conversation leaves both women 
pleased.  More meaning exists than Lucy can impart, yet incomplete meaning becomes 
more than enough to channel emotions that would not be possible if a desire for total 
transparency dominated the conversation.  Lucy appreciates how the performance Miss 
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La Trobe helped create stirs emotions in her that she has difficulty expressing.  The old 
woman in turn stirs feelings in Miss La Trobe, dictatorial impulses that the playwright 
has been trying to avoid facing.  Admitting her autocratic impulses inspires in the 
playwright a renewed commitment to the liberating qualities of partial meanings that 
Lucy embodied in response to the first half of the play.   
 Lucy tries to give the playwright a glimpse into her life in order to help her 
understand why the play has meant so much to her: 
She hesitated.  ‘You’ve given me . . . ‘ She skipped, then alighted – ‘Ever since I 
was a child I’ve felt . . .’ A film fell over her eyes, shutting off the present.  She 
tried to recall her childhood; then gave it up; and, with a little wave of her hand, 
as if asking Miss La Trobe to help out, continued: ‘This daily round; this going up 
and down stairs; this saying ‘What am I going for?  My specs?  I have ‘em on my 
nose.’ . . . (152) 
 
Giving up the complete expression of longstanding feelings that cause the play to touch 
her so deeply, Lucy tries to find concrete examples from far more recent times that will 
clarify her feelings, but struggles.  She briefly evokes an image of a daily routine of 
confusion and futility, but her depiction of that image becomes so vivid to her that it 
seems to temporarily make her fall completely into those feelings. 
 Despite her difficulties, Lucy ultimately finds a way to give Miss La Trobe some 
sense of how the play has helped her to realize new possibilities.  After her initial 
attempts, Lucy stops talking and can only gaze at Miss La Trobe (152).  Through this 
gaze comes a shared attempt between the two women to achieve mutual understanding of 
Lucy’s powerful emotional reaction:  
Their eyes met in a common effort to bring a common meaning to birth.  They 
failed; and Mrs. Swithin, laying hold desperately of a fraction of her meaning, 
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said: ‘What a small part I’ve had to play!  But you’ve made me feel I could have 
played . . . Cleopatra!’ 
 She nodded between the trembling bushes and ambled off (152-153). 
 
Even in a moment between two women who want to create a common meaning, Woolf 
suggests that their attempt ends in failure.  Yet the conversation does not end.  Lucy 
herself can only grasp her meaning partially, but the little she can grasp she uses to make 
a final attempt to express her gratitude.  She suggests she has only been given a small part 
to play in life, but exclaims that the play has made her believe herself capable of playing 
another extraordinarily different role.  The particular role Lucy suggests, Cleopatra, is 
also quite significant.  Zwerdling uses this exclamation of Lucy’s as a piece of evidence 
that she “treats the pageant as an affirmation of human unity” (229), but the 
conversation’s context emphasizes the division between Lucy’s day-to-day existence and 
Cleopatra.  Although she believes that she has expressed her gratitude to Miss La Trobe, 
and the playwright temporarily feels good about herself as a result of Lucy’s affirmation, 
the difficulty of their communication does not project overriding human unity.  Even the 
meanings of our own lives do not come readily to us as unified understandings, but can 
only be laid hold of in fractions.  Lucy struggles, but then accepts this incompleteness. 
 Whether associations with Cleopatra actually suggest autocratic ambitions in Lucy 
remains unclear, but Lucy’s mention of the name definitely arouses Miss La Trobe’s 
pleasure in her own potential power.  After Lucy departs, Miss La Trobe repeats the 
name and interprets Lucy’s praise, “‘You’ve stirred in me my unacted part,’ she meant . . 
.  ‘You’ve twitched the invisible strings,’ was what the old lady meant; and revealed – of 
all people – Cleopatra!” (153).  This twitching of strings and stirring of unacted parts 
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inspired by Miss La Trobe’s play becomes liberating for individuals because it can enable 
them to recognize themselves as players of multiple roles.  Rather than merely being a 
form of escapism, realizing this multiplicity can help them to face less desirable aspects 
of themselves without fearing that the presence of troubling attributes casts them as 
uniformly evil.  La Trobe’s joy in response to Lucy’s praise reveals one of the 
playwright’s more troubling roles, that of director as dictator: “Glory possessed her.  Ah, 
but she was not merely a twitcher of individual strings; she was one who seethes 
wandering bodies and floating voices in a cauldron, and makes rise up from its 
amorphous mass a re-created world.  Her moment was on her – her glory” (152-153).  In 
this fantasy, Miss La Trobe performs actions that oppose the potential for freedom in the 
twitching of individual strings.  Drunk on the power of her artistry, she imagines 
enforcing her vision on others and transforming them into a new world of her making, a 
world which she controls entirely while standing outside of its confines. 
 Before speaking with Lucy, Miss La Trobe convinces herself that her inability to 
transmit her specific vision to others through the play represents artistic failure, rather 
than a form of art that challenges fascist manipulation.  Some points in the text combine 
Miss La Trobe’s frustrated desire for control with statements that readers can experience 
as affirmations of freer, shared meaning.  At the first interval Miss La Trobe wonders, 
“Hadn’t she, for twenty-five minutes, made them see?  A vision imparted was relief from 
agony . . . for one moment . . . one moment . . . She saw Giles Oliver with his back to the 
audience.  Also Cobbet of Cobbs Corner.  She hadn’t made them see.  It was a failure, 
another damned failure!  As usual.  Her vision escaped her” (98).  La Trobe’s desire to 
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affect the audience members is figured as the hope of making them see.  Emotionally 
invested quite deeply in the need to impart her vision, she grows upset when she becomes 
convinced she has not “made them see.”  It appears that yet another failure makes her 
lose grip on her own vision.  Although this seeming loss temporarily upsets Miss La 
Trobe, the idea of her vision escaping her suggests that the work achieves an 
independence, even from its creator, and becomes a collaboration between herself and 
innumerable other forces of life, including the audience members who find in the play not 
a single view, but multiple visions. 
As many critics such as Pridmore-Brown have suggested, Miss La Trobe’s 
associations with militaristic control and foreignness make it possible to link her with the 
threat of violent foreign invasion.  Even before the play within the novel begins, Miss La 
Trobe is often represented as menacingly assertive.  The narrator compares her to “a 
commander pacing his deck” and the villagers call La Trobe “Bossy,” a name initially 
claimed as only applied to her “privately” (63) but one of which she is fully aware (211).  
The villagers resent “[h]er abrupt manner and stocky figure; her thick ankles and sturdy 
shoes; her rapid decisions barked out in guttural accents” (63).  Woolf combines features 
that associate the playwright with the power of a foreign enemy with attributes like Miss 
La Trobe’s lesbianism that link her to the socially powerless that Nazi Germany was 
working to exterminate.  Aware of the potential failure of the pageant, the villagers 
accept La Trobe’s leadership because “they could put the blame on her” (63).  The 
limited power the village permits this bossy lesbian foreigner seems designed to make her 
take the fall in case of disaster, a situation that associates Miss La Trobe with the groups 
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and individuals Hitler victimized, the scapegoats whose influence he constructed as a 
threat.   
Because what power she has is granted temporarily, Miss La Trobe’s play can 
ultimately have a freeing effect, a possibility suggested by its direct contrasts with the 
view.  In the middle of the play, Colonel Mayhew irately asks his wife, “‘Why leave out 
the British Army?  What’s history without the Army, eh?’”  In response, his wife protests 
that “after all one mustn’t ask too much.  Besides, very likely there would be a Grand 
Ensemble, round the Union Jack, to end with” (157).  The Colonel equates history with 
military action, an association that his wife does not question even as she tries to mollify 
him.  Mrs. Mayhew implies that the absence of the Army, rather than being an aesthetic 
choice, is a product of the play’s small budget.  The Colonel’s wife implies that Miss La 
Trobe lacks the resources to fully represent the Army’s glorious history, but will make up 
for the absence of a lengthy display of military might by leaving the audience with an 
image of nationalism.  Mrs. Mayhew’s vision of this closing depicts the type of scene that 
would be at home in Triumph des Willens, even if the crossing lines of the Union Jack 
curve at angles different from the swastika.  The word ensemble describes a group 
viewed as a whole rather than individually, as the groups in the film are presented.  The 
root of ensemble is in + simul, meaning at the same time.  As they wait for the patriotic 
ending that Mrs. Mayhew assures the Colonel will eventually come, the couple realizes 
that “[m]eanwhile, there was the view.  They looked at the view” (157).  Woolf 
establishes the view as a clear stopgap for the jingoistic impulses of the crowd that are 
not being satisfied by Miss La Trobe’s play.  
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In later conversations during the play, audience members become aware of an 
emerging multiplicity of visions as they grapple with a performance that defies their 
initial expectations.  After watching Miss La Trobe’s scenes of the era, Isa asks elderly 
Lucy whether the Victorians “were like that” (174) and receives the following response, 
“‘The Victorians,’ Mrs. Swithin mused. ‘I don’t believe,’ she said with her odd little 
smile, ‘that there ever were such people.  Only you and me and William dressed 
differently’” (174-175).  William’s reaction, “‘You don’t believe in history,’” (175) can 
be read as a jumping off point for the imaginative construction of Lucy’s thoughts, but 
also leads to critical readings such as McWhirter’s assertion that Lucy is “distinguished 
by her sweeping rejection of the idea that the self is in any sense historically constituted” 
(794) and Zwerdling’s contention that “she denies the difference between one historical 
epoch and another” (229).  Lucy does not deny that particular points in time affect 
individuals, but questions categorizations like Victorian because of the illusionary limits 
they put on people by erecting arbitrary temporal barriers.  Wiley maintains that Lucy has 
a unique understanding of the historical perspectives the play suggests, arguing that,  
“Only Lucy Swithin, who can imagine London as a prehistoric swamp populated by 
mastodons, understands the holistic imperative of historical process.  She recognizes, if 
only vaguely, the artist's effort to represent not unity but fragmentation, how the disparate 
elements of the pageant create neither a nation nor a people, but something larger and 
impossible to define” (19).  Instead of championing a unitary, ahistorical self, Lucy has a 
keen awareness of fragmentations that disrupt the monolithic fiction of the English as a 
single nation.  Her perspective contrasts with the aesthetic of Triumph des Willens, which 
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attempts to weave a fiction of Germany as a unitary nation.7  Lucy glimpses multiple 
fictions that accept the impossibility of clear definitions and challenge seductive illusions 
of concrete, knowable characteristics about individuals or groups. 
 
Miss La Trobe and the Audience Wait, Reflect, and Think Differently  
 The rest of the audience only discovers insights that challenge falsified unity 
during an unexpected interval in the program after the play represents the Victorian era.  
In contrast to the momentary fantasy of domination that Miss La Trobe imagined in 
response to Lucy’s Cleopatra role, the director cannot stand apart from her production 
and manipulate others while she remains detached and in complete control.  As Joplin 
argues of Miss La Trobe, “in her finer moments, Woolf's playwright becomes the author 
as anti-fascist” (90).  The playwright’s multiple roles as director and spectator enable the 
play to be a collective experience that encourages individual self-reflection and a sense of 
shared community, rather than a mechanically unified response.  As one audience 
member suggests in the midst of a group conversation after the play,  “if we don't jump to 
conclusions, if you think, and I think, perhaps one day, thinking differently, we shall 
think the same?” (199-200).  This question suggests the possibility that if we avoid 
making judgments that end further thought and exploration, we can both think differently 
from one another, but also differently from the habitual modes of thought into which 
daily routines both large and small have pushed us.  Thinking the same does not mean !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Beyond the repeated visual fusing of individuals into monolithic groups, one scene 
involves a group of workers performing a rehearsed call and response in which each 
worker identifies the region of Germany from which he hails, but all emphasize through 
unified chanting that they are parts of a unified German whole. 
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enforcing an identical perspective of the world, but sharing freedom to experience 
multiple perspectives. 
Although the program does not mention an intermission, the audience endures ten 
minutes during which nothing appears on stage.  Uncertain whether “the play” is going 
on or not, “All their nerves were on edge.  They sat exposed.  The machine ticked.  There 
was no music . . .They were neither one thing nor the other; neither Victorians nor 
themselves.  They were suspended, without being, in limbo.  Tick, tick, tick went the 
machine” (178).  Caughie argues that, “This is an uncomfortable moment for the 
audience, like those silent intervals in Beckett’s drama . . . for the empty stage or the 
silent hall makes us painfully aware of our own reactions, and by their very absence the 
conventions we rely on are brought to our attention” (55).  Members of the audience 
realize how they want to believe that other individuals are readable to them.  They 
depend upon the shorthand of oversimplified cultural contexts that tell them what details 
are important and what details are in the background.  The idea of being neither 
Victorians nor themselves leaves the audience unable to know what parts to play – they 
feel exposed without a set of pre-established performances.  They wonder desperately 
“How long was she going to keep them waiting?” (178), because they yearn for some 
clear continuation.  Although they likely do not want to admit it, this interval eerily 
resembles their moment in history.  They stand poised for a war that seems inevitable but 
has not yet begun; to see it represented as a clear, contained, readable scene as the past is 
represented seems as if it would be comforting.8 Even though most of the characters try !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Perhaps similar to the type of hypnotic comfort from Triumph des Willens 
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not to discuss the situation, they are aware of  “‘[t]he doom of sudden death hanging over 
us’” (114).  Yet the audience’s recognition of not being Victorian and not being 
themselves suggests their awareness of something that is themselves, a more amorphous 
and difficult to define identity. 
Paradoxically, Lucy demonstrates her intuitive sense of these amorphous 
identities when she seems to conflate herself, Isa, and Dodge with the Victorians.  Like 
individuals in the present, the Victorians too felt conflicted about being categorized and 
oversimplified themselves, yet set out to categorize the rest of the world and history that 
came before them.  Lucy’s suggestion that the Victorians were herself, William, and Isa 
in different clothes breaks up the undifferentiated group “the Victorians” into separate 
individuals.  Lucy uses the three of them as individuals not to suggest that the Victorians 
were precisely the same as them or as any people in the audience, but to imply that 
underneath the “costumes”9 that now seem to identify what is Victorian were diverse 
individuals, some of whom, like Dodge and Isa, championed individuality, but have now 
been subsumed under this category.  Rather than ignoring individual suffering or joy, 
Lucy aims to reaffirm them by appealing to the individuality Dodge and Isa are likely to 
cherish most intensely – their own. 
The unscheduled interval after the play’s scenes of the Victorian era initially 
inspires each person to want to be an individual at the expense of others’ individuality, a 
feeling which, as I have been arguing, is prevalent but often half-repressed.  The interval 
reveals this feeling in everyone to enable the audience to find alternatives to this type of !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9The marching processions in Triumph des Willens employ identical costumes to define 
people as necessary types and to add to the overriding feeling of total unity. 
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thinking.  Threatened by the prospect of being represented by Miss La Trobe and 
contained in a scene as Elizabethans and Victorians were, each person seeks at first only 
to protect himself or herself and is willing to sacrifice others in order to do so.  Members 
of the audience resist most strongly the possibility that Miss La Trobe might be able to 
represent them.  They think “‘Myself’ – it was impossible.  Other people – perhaps . . . 
Cobbet of Cobbs’ Corner; the Major; old Bartholomew; Mrs. Swithin – them, perhaps.  
But she won’t get me – no, not me.  The audience fidgeted” (179).  Even more than the 
audience fears being known as a present day collective, each holds on desperately to the 
hope that La Trobe will not “get” him or her.  They see all too clearly the oppressiveness 
of being represented and become aware of their potential to be contained in scenes 
shaped by others.  Although the audience was able to accept the Elizabethans and 
Victorians as groups, they try to convince themselves Miss La Trobe can possibly 
represent other members of the audience, but not each of them.  The impulse for this type 
of sacrifice also occurs at an earlier point in the play when the Victorian constable 
Budge’s truncheon points “markedly at Mrs. Swithin,” causing a disturbing response 
from her nephew, “Got her, Giles thought, taking sides with authority against his aunt” 
(161).  Giles’ willingness to side against her illustrates how this type of force works 
psychologically.  He feels satisfied that the truncheon implicates his aunt, because he 
then avoids being pointed to as a threat.   
Impulses to sacrifice another’s individuality to preserve one’s own gradually give 
way to different sentiments.  Initially when they are waiting for the next scene in the play, 
the characters feel suspended and without being.  But what they have lost is not being, 
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only the illusory need to remain rigidly within the confines of one role and not feel the 
possibility of unacted parts.  The need to resist classification simultaneously creates 
individual freedoms and unites the group through a shared desire that can manifest itself 
in diverse ways.  The designation “ourselves” in the program’s heading “Present day – 
Ourselves” expresses this double relationship by referring both to the interconnected 
group and to the multiple selves in each person that comprises the group.  The aspect of 
collective possession in the word creates a sense that this moment in history belongs to 
each of them and not just to a few powerful individuals.  The idea of “ourselves” 
contrasts with the group response to the view because it enables individual freedom and 
suggests intimate connection, rather than making those involved feel “too close; but not 
close enough” (65). 
Because even the playwright cannot escape these effects of her own scene, she 
cannot exert a dangerous type of directorial control used by Riefenstahl in Triumph des 
Willens.  Although the waiting is part of Miss La Trobe’s plan for the play, in contrast to 
Riefenstahl who stays invisible and apart from the spectacles she films and edits, Miss La 
Trobe’s hiding place behind the tree does not allow her to remain only behind the scenes.  
Despite her frustration, Miss La Trobe’s inclusion suggests that her “experiment” was 
more successful than she believed it could be.  As Miss La Trobe watches the responses 
of the audience, she thinks of how “[s]he wanted to expose them, as it were, to douche 
them, with present-time reality.  But something was going wrong with the experiment.  
‘Reality too strong,’ she muttered. ‘Curse ‘em.  She felt everything they felt”  (179-180).  
Woolf’s reference to this moment in the play as an experiment connects it back to the 
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social experiments she depicted in Three Guineas that she believed might lead to changes 
in consciousness that could prevent war.  Miss La Trobe wants to make the audience 
awkwardly conscious of the potential their own moment in time has to become a moment 
in history, a point that can be easily subsumed into a larger narrative, which they can lose 
the capacity to shape.  Through the pause, Miss La Trobe helps the audience to realize 
that they have come to depend on these established patterns, and that they have allowed 
themselves to be cast into roles that may seem easy because they have been rehearsed 
repeatedly, but that are also restrictive.10  Her inability to stand apart prevents her 
exclusion from “ourselves” and stops her from sacrificing others and not herself. 
The transition from sacrificing other individuals to protect oneself to other modes 
of individuality comes to fruition in the scene that follows the waiting, a scene that 
reveals to the audience its capacity to transform into actors.  In this scene, Miss La Trobe 
incorporates another element that represents the present and its chaotic, multiple images 
that challenge the paralyzing, unitary reflection of forces like the view.  Onto the stage 
long empty, actors bring out mirrors and create fragmented images of the audience.  
Unlike the all-too-familiar view, framed by the guidebook a century ago and unchanged, 
an image which led to passive hypnosis but no transformative volition, the moving 
mirrors are multiple, dynamic framings and reframings that spur immediate active 
response.  Wiley argues that the visions of fragmentation the mirrors reveal are 
important, because “[o]nly if the masses delude themselves into seeing culture as an all-
powerful unit over which they have no control, can Fascism triumph” (16).  The audience !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Repetitive and restrictive roles are a fundamental aspect of Triumph des Willens. 
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declares, “Ourselves?  But that’s cruel.  To snap us as we are, before we’ve had time to 
assume . . .” (184).  Woolf’s break after the word “assume” allows its association both 
with assuming well-rehearsed roles and with making assumptions about other people.  
The mirrors cause the audience to reflect on themselves before they can engage in 
habitual self-concealment.  They also make it much more difficult to develop single, 
fixed interpretations about others.   
 Even when the mirrors cease to dance, possibilities of multiple perspectives emerge 
in the ambiguous boundaries between the end of the play and the beginning of what 
comes after, and between the novel and its reader.  These freer boundaries contrast with 
Woolf’s attempt in her diary to create clear borders around Fascist evil.  In the novel, 
Woolf gives readers the possibility to move behind the feelings that crippled her in that 
entry.  After the mirror scene, suddenly it seems as though Miss La Trobe has called all 
the actors out from the bushes “or was it they who broke away . . . They all appeared.  
What’s more, each declaimed some phrase or fragment from their parts” (185).  This 
scene fragments the previously established coherent wholes of the scenes before it and of 
the play itself.  Miss La Trobe’s pageant may incorporate representations of patriarchal, 
imperial English history its audience finds familiar, but it gathers these scenes to reveal 
that their unity is a fantasy, an approach Woolf employs in the novel that surrounds this 
village production.  Through language that does not divide all others from a single figure 
cast as the locus of an uncontrollable darkness and death, we can acknowledge the roles 
we have played in the violence that threatens to overwhelm the world, yet also take on 
other roles that can transform this violence into new modes of relation. 
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 It is at this moment that Miss La Trobe appears to become most dictatorial, yet this 
point in the performance actually gives the audience and readers the most direct 
opportunity to realize their capacity to change the dictator as Woolf describes in Three 
Guineas.  Because the context is a performance, the figure asserts itself through a 
performance rather than imposing itself only as an image that arises through text.  After 
the actors cease reciting the fragments of their roles, members of the audience remain 
unsure whether the play has ended but “[b]efore they had come to any common 
conclusion, a voice asserted itself . . . It came from the bushes – a megaphonic, 
anonymous, loud-speaking affirmation” (186).  This voice offers a series of responses to 
the play that threaten to become prescriptive and definitive, yet the fact that it “asserted 
itself” (recall how the figure of the dictator in Three Guineas imposed itself) prevented 
the audience from reaching a “common conclusion.”  Miss La Trobe’s projection of her 
voice through the megaphone gives her audience the opportunity to resist being told what 
to think at that moment, but also reveals to them their capacity to resist, an ability they 
will need when war continually threatens to turn them back into passive spectators.  Their 
resistance on the June day in 1939 first takes the form of finding the act of assertion 
frustrating, but when the audience questions, “Was that voice ourselves?” (189), it moves 
further toward the empowering possibility Woolf depicts in Three Guineas.  Through 
Miss La Trobe, Woolf again reveals with language the figure of the dictator that 
otherwise would seem to be unchangeable.  
 Woolf leaves it ambiguous as to whether Miss La Trobe intends for the megaphone 
message to have these effects, yet even if the playwright temporarily tries to retain 
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control, the conversations that follow the play expand beyond the multiple frames she 
wrote.  Many of these conversations take place between audience members, but the actors 
themselves also participate, “Was that the end? The actors were reluctant to go.  They 
lingered; they mingled. There was Budge the policeman talking to old Queen Bess.  And 
the Age of Reason hobnobbed with the foreparts of the donkey” (195-6).  The actors seek 
each other out and rearrange the cast into new and distinct interactions, suggesting the 
possibility for performances, narratives, and fictions different from those they created 
before.  The nature of this re-mixing of parts stands in stark contrast to the National 
Socialist visual aesthetic that the regime worked to embody in its painting11 and which 
also influences Triumph des Willens.  The film reveals no scenes with the sort of 
uncontrolled mingling in which these actors engage.  Having gotten a taste of performing 
multiple identities, the actors do not want the experience to end.  The pleasure they take 
in their performances may help them preserve the imagination to act out parts that defy 
their point in history, to challenge limits to the roles they are permitted to play that will 
be enforced by the jingoistic unity of wartime England.  These possibilities resurface in 
the anonymous speculations of the group that follow the play, in the polyphonic voices of 
ourselves.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 National Socialism worked to free its cultural institutions “from the modernist taint” 
(Clinefelter 100).  The content of art approved by the regime “had to be easily recognized 
by the layperson or Volk.  This vague requirement meant no abstract works; the topic 
could be fanciful but people had to look like normal people . . .  Both the artist and the 
public inherited their innate attraction for clear, healthy, uncomplicated images.  These 
images, in turn, reflected the values of the German race: honesty and integrity, purity and 
cleanliness and an inner sense for order and nature” (83).  The Age of Reason conversing 
with a human-donkey would not have been allowed. 
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 After the audience has departed, Miss La Trobe again feels her own power, but 
only for an instant, as this impulse gives way to a perception of performance that 
contrasts with Triumph des Willens.  Miss La Trobe thinks for a moment that, “She could 
open her arms.  She could say to the world, You have taken my gift!  Glory possessed her 
– for one moment.  But what had she given?  A cloud that melted into the other clouds on 
the horizon.  It was in the giving that the triumph was.  And the triumph had faded” 
(209).  Woolf’s repetition of “triumph” over such a short run of words suggests 
Riefenstahl’s film as context.  Instead of attempting to create monumental, permanent art 
to inspire belief in the eternal continuation of a totalitarian regime, Miss La Trobe accepts 
what she has given as fleeting.  The film goes to great lengths to suggest that the triumph 
it portrays is not merely the 1934 Nuremberg Rally, but the absolute power of the Nazi 
party, which can now continue on forever.  Miss La Trobe sees triumph as ephemeral. 
 The cloud metaphor also suggests the contrast between Miss La Trobe’s play and 
Riefenstahl’s film, as it evokes the opening sequence of the film that shows Hitler’s plane 
flying to Nuremberg.  In this scene, the clouds have the look of powerfully enduring 
structures, of heavily constructed edifices.  They seem solid because of the high altitude 
view, a foreshadowing of the frequent aerial shots in the film.  But Miss La Trobe 
remains on the ground with her audience, and from their perspectives, clouds do not 
endure, but appear and disappear.  They are not solid monuments, but ever-changing 
entities that divide from and merge with one another over time, endlessly creating new 
parts and new wholes in surprising ways that challenge concepts of singularity and 
collectivity.  From the ground, clouds behave as Miss La Trobe’s audience does after the 
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play, moving moment by moment into diverse individual and group forms.  In the final 
pages of the novel, the play is repeatedly described as dissolving fairly quickly and 
passing away.  This dissolution leads Zwerdling to contend that art is becoming irrelevant 
because it is now “an evanescent event.” He links this “evanescence” to Miss La Trobe’s 
status as an outcast who feels alienated from the villagers and resentful toward her 
audience (235).  Yet Miss La Trobe’s feelings come from the greater value she places on 
the performance as it is happening, the giving and not the gift.  Miss La Trobe and her 
audience see her art as another cloud that moves to the horizon and dissolves, but before 
it disappears, it generates new questions, new visions, and new acts of creation that can 
give the individuals who were its audience the strength to face the darkness ahead. 
 
Each Looking at the Play Together 
The diverse multi-layered questioning in which audience members engage after 
the play suggests that they have the chance to go into the Second World War aware of 
unacted parts and with the ability to read in more nuanced ways than they did when 
looking at the view.  The disparate reactions to the play lead Zwerdling to read the ending 
as pessimistic because “[t]here is no unity of response, no coherence of interpretation, no 
sense of minds moving toward a common goal.  The audience is unchanged” (235).  The 
different people from the audience have a variety of reactions; the unity of their response 
lies not in identical content but instead in the shared act of responding, in the multiple 
lively conversations that blend and clash with one another after the play ends.  Wiley 
argues that this “conclusion appears initially pessimistic about the future, but as a staging 
of community interaction it is also potentially revolutionary . . . The absence of unity by 
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the end is not necessarily a cause for despair, but may be a reason for cautious hope” 
(14).  The minds of the audience do not move toward “a common goal,” but their failure 
to move toward one is as positive a failure as Lucy and Miss La Trobe’s failure to reach 
“a common meaning.”  For the crowd to leave the play believing they understand 
everything and can now proceed on a clear course of action would transform the play into 
the kind of jingoistic manipulation featured in Triumph des Willens, influence resembling 
the patriotic propaganda that will invade English hearts and minds increasingly with the 
coming of war. 
Instead, the play inspires an array of different responses from “ourselves,” 
reactions that do not cohere through the manipulation of a central force controlled by a 
hidden individual.  Of this dispersing audience Cuddy-Keane asserts that, “while the 
group defined by the collective voice is less tangible than the group focused on a leader, 
it is more inclusive.  It is not an identity but a process, an activity in which all are 
engaged” (283).  Pridmore-Brown describes the responses of the audience after the play 
as “a genuine wrestling with meaning and a critical, reflexive relation to practices of 
domination.  Meaning is derived associatively as a verbal pastiche of partial truths 
reflected in the conjoined but disparate voices musing on the meaning of the play” (418).  
Instead of an engagement based on a single point of view, individual, or socio-cultural 
position, Miss La Trobe’s play inspires a variety of perspectives, some of which are even 
contradictory.  Yet the production still brings individuals together into a collective 
through the shared act of discussing the play, an act quite different from the mechanical 
repetition of Giles’ desperate stone kicks or the view’s dangerous passive hypnosis.  
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In these conversations after the play, audience members begin to actively question 
authority.  They have moved from being entirely passive spectators to become actors, but 
they even begin to ponder the restrictions in acting: 
He said she meant we all act.  Yes, but whose play?  Ah, that's the question!  And 
if we're left asking questions, isn't it a failure, as a play?  I must say I like to feel 
sure if I go to the theatre, that I've grasped the meaning . . . Or was that, perhaps, 
what she meant? . . . Ding dong. Ding . . . that if we don't jump to conclusions, if 
you think, and I think, perhaps one day, thinking differently, we shall think the 
same? (199-200) 
 
Some of these questions reveal a seemingly uncompromising need for totalizing meaning, 
yet these queries give rise to other more liberating modes of meaning in a collective 
process akin to the individual self-reflection Lucy inspired.  Even before this turn, the 
move from the simple restatement of one of Reverend Streatfield’s interpretations of the 
play to the searching question “Yes, but whose play?” shows a developing sense of the 
hierarchical control that ownership of a spectacle can provide.  The actor-play model 
allows these individuals to see power structures that in the wider world remain invisible.  
 As characters in the novel ask questions by thinking about actors and the play, 
readers can use the characters and the novel.   These queries emphasize the 
metafictionality of Between the Acts in the terms that Keith Hopper lays out in his study 
Flann O’Brien: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Post-Modernist.  Hopper links 
representations of characters’ consciousness in metafiction to an “existential condition 
[that] becomes a metaphor for ontological determinism -- the idea of being trapped in 
someone else’s order” (4).  Calls for unity need to be scrutinized because even if 
collective feelings appear more positive than division, acting in a performance controlled 
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by an obscured force of power impervious to itself like the view (and unlike Miss La 
Trobe), can dangerously restrict personal freedom. 
 As the audience begins to go their separate ways, William Dodge no longer 
fixates on the perception of Lucy that temporarily severed their connection.  He leaves 
“Mrs. Manresa abruptly” and searches “all over the garden” for Lucy (206).  Upon 
finding her, he discovers that she has again forgotten his name as she did earlier in the 
house.  When he reminds her, she revives “like a girl in a garden in white, among roses, 
who came running to meet him – an unacted part’” (206).  Instead of focusing on the 
symbol around Lucy’s neck, William again sees her as a woman capable of discovering 
and embodying many parts previously unacted, an individual open to a myriad of 
possibilities.  Lucy tells William, “‘we mustn’t, my brother says, thank the author,’” 
William replies, “‘So I thank you,’” taking her hand (207).  In this final moment with her, 
William affirms the affinity between Lucy and the play, as he expresses his gratitude for 
its effects to her.  He has acknowledged the bitter side of himself that oversimplified 
Lucy in order to back away from its own vulnerabilities.  He again allows Lucy’s healing 
power to work on him, and his presence gives her the freedom to act out one of her many 
unacted parts. 
 After all these guests have left Pointz Hall, the Oliver family, who earlier sat in 
front of the view feeling trapped, become a transformed collective of their own.  Even 
though they still grapple with most of the same interpersonal conflicts, each has the 
freedom to think separately and differently while still sharing the focus of thinking about 
the play.  As the Olivers sit together, “[s]till the play hung in the sky of the mind – 
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moving, diminishing, but still there. Dipping her raspberry in sugar, Mrs. Swithin looked 
at the play.  She said, popping the berry into her mouth, ‘What did it mean?’ and added; 
‘The peasants; the kings; the fool and’ she swallowed ‘ourselves?’” (212-213).  Lucy 
initiates this moment of connection between them all as she looks at the play, and it is not 
one that ignores the feelings of the individual.  When Lucy asks, “[t]hey all looked at the 
play; Isa, Giles and Mr. Oliver.  Each of course saw something different” (213).  Miss La 
Trobe’s play, unlike the view, gives the Olivers the freedom to think and see individually 
even as they act collectively.  As they ponder the play, “[t]hrough the smoke Isa saw not 
the play but the audience dispersing . . .  ‘The looking-glasses and the voices in the 
bushes,’ she murmured.  ‘What did she mean?’ ‘When Mr. Streatfield asked her to 
explain, she wouldn’t,’ said Mrs. Swithin” (213).  Isa longs to find clear meaning in the 
play, perhaps to guide her through the uncertain but powerful feelings she has been 
experiencing recently, the love for another man that is so different from what she feels for 
Giles.   
Despite Isa’s longing for meaning, she does not embrace an interpretation just for 
the sake of an answer; she remains willing to look into the smoke.  When Lucy asks her if 
she felt “‘what he said: we act different parts but are the same?’” she has a conflicted 
response,  “‘Yes,’ Isa answered. ‘No,’ she added . . . ‘Orts, scraps and fragments,’ she 
quoted what she remembered of the vanishing play” (215).  As she looks at Giles and is 
overwhelmed by love and hate, Isa cannot help but think, “Surely it was time someone 
invented a new plot, or that the author came out from the bushes . . .” (215).  Although it 
is Miss La Trobe who hides in the bushes, Isa, who secretly writes poetry but 
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camouflages it in an account book, is also an author who hides her identity.  This moment 
reveals a strange paradox – that hidden authors can be the most powerful in society but 
also the most powerless, as is the case with Miss La Trobe.  By revealing her own 
concealment as part of the play, Miss La Trobe might stir in Isa an impulse to make a part 
that she has acted in secret a more public performance.  Isa may find new creative 
possibilities in the smoke through which she looks, even as Miss La Trobe does in her 
final scene in the novel. 
 Through darkness and smoke, Miss La Trobe begins to have visions of her next 
play, a work that arises from a different relationship to the view than the pageant 
performed in the novel.  As she prepares to leave the grounds of Pointz Hall,    
 It was growing dark . . . There was no longer a view . . . It was land merely, no 
land in particular.  She put down her case and stood looking at the land.  Then 
something rose to the surface. 
‘I should group them,’ she murmured, ‘here.’  It would be midnight; there would 
be two figures, half concealed by rock.  The curtain would rise.  What would the 
first words be?  The words escaped her. (210) 
 
Although gathering dark in this scene is not entirely unthreatening, unlike the darkness 
that Woolf in her diary associates with the menacing future, this dark obscures the view 
and its negative connotations.  Although this concealment may be only temporary and not 
suggest the annihilation of its hideous repetitions, the transformation of the view into any 
land allows Miss La Trobe to finally begin to see her next play.  Miss La Trobe seeks out 
the company of the local pub.  Her desire for the villagers’ voices reaffirms a continuing 
communal bond as the source of her art despite the cruelty and exclusion she faces.  As 
she drinks “Words of one syllable sank down into the mud.  She drowsed; she nodded.  
The mud became fertile.  Words rose above the intolerably laden dumb oxen plodding 
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through the mud.  Words without meaning – wonderful words” (212).  Miss La Trobe 
takes pleasure in words she has risen from the mud particularly because they initially 
transcend meaning.  As in her conversation with Lucy, definitive meaning is not an ideal.   
 It is only when Miss La Trobe experiences the sensation of the community 
upholding her that she at last hears the first words of her next play.  Miss La Trobe ceases 
to see the others in the Inn, yet remains deeply aware of their presence: 
smoke obscured the pictures.  Smoke became tart on the roof of her mouth.  
Smoke obscured the earth-coloured jackets.  She no longer saw them, yet they 
upheld her, sitting arms akimbo with her glass before her.  There was the high 
ground at midnight; there the rock; and two scarcely perceptible figures.  
Suddenly the tree was pelted with starlings.  She set down her glass. She heard the 
first words. (212) 
 
In this moment, Miss La Trobe accepts what she cannot see and does not blame those 
around her for their rude treatment of her.  The images of her new play are scarcely 
perceptible figures, yet she at last hears the first words of her new artistic creation.  
Playwright and novelist offer hope that looking through this darkness and smoke can 
bring new, liberating possibilities. 
 Many critics such as Rosenfeld link this new play Miss La Trobe begins to 
imagine with the final lines of the novel, in which Giles and Isa prepare to speak.  The 
playwright envisions two figures in the dark at midnight half-concealed by rock.  Late 
that night Isa and Giles prepare to fight “in the heart of darkness” in “night before roads 
were made, or houses  . . . the night that dwellers in caves had watched from some high 
place among rocks” (219).  After realizing that his symbolic aggression as war nears has 
been fruitless, Giles finally faces a conflict closer to home in which his direct actions can 
have positive effects.  The final phrases of the novel, “Then the curtain rose.  They 
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spoke” (219), further make the case for locating Giles and Isa in Miss La Trobe’s new 
play.  Another detail potentially locates Miss La Trobe in the book Lucy is reading, 
seemingly reversing the hierarchy of containment between the two final scenes of the 
novel – Miss La Trobe in the pub and the Olivers alone together in the evening.  Blodgett 
notes this connection by contending that “‘prehistoric man . . . half-human, half-ape, 
roused himself from his semi-crouching position and raised great stones’ (BA, 218), just 
as Miss La Trobe rises from her crouching position to begin her next act of creation” 
(27).    
 These two moments that close Woolf’s novel suggest that individuals perhaps 
cannot escape being contained in narratives, but readers can recognize a more positive 
implication in the crossing over between the scenes.  Figures enter each other’s narratives 
and performances, revealing new possibilities for challenging one-way restrictive power 
structures that forcibly define parts in order to contain them in wholes with unchanging 
boundaries.  Woolf describes opposing spaces of failed containment in her diary entry to 
reveal her doubts about the dark future.  At the end of Between the Acts, she 
acknowledges the impending threat through the falling of night, yet also provides hope.  
The crossings offer the possibilities for new creation: Isa and Giles may make love after 
they fight and conceive another child (219) and Miss La Trobe has started the process of 
giving birth to a new play.  The failure of containment, purely distressing in the diary 
entry, transforms into a mysterious intermingling that may bring fecundities and 
freedoms that cannot yet be seen. 
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THE VISION AND VIOLENCE OF O’BRIEN’S THE THIRD POLICEMAN AND 
IRISH NEUTRALITY 
 
Introduction 
 
 Woolf’s Between the Acts projects the possibility of breaking the monolithic 
oppression of the View into “orts, scraps, and fragments” in order to resist the forced 
unity shaped by jingoistic propaganda as England heads into the Second World War.  
Flann O’Brien’s novel The Third Policeman presents implicitly the dangers of an 
oppressive, monolithic attitude in Irish wartime culture.  Despite the texts’ similar 
oppositions to rigid authority, the relation of text to context in O’Brien’s novel is far less 
direct than in Between the Acts.  Woolf’s novel states the specific day on which it is set, 
and even though the characters often attempt to forget the threat of impending war, 
readers know that England will soon become part of the conflict.  The Third Policeman 
does not present a clear temporal setting, creating instead an alternate universe that shares 
with Ireland a physical and psychological landscape.  Unlike Between the Acts, which 
includes moments when characters admit specific fears connected to that point in history, 
O’Brien’s novel never mentions the Second World War or Ireland’s neutrality in the face 
of global conflict.  However, I argue that the historical and political situation is the object 
of the narrative’s gaze, out of the corner of its eye, peripherally, though not trivially. 
 Specific scenes in The Third Policeman correspond to the historical context 
through indirect parallels.  Individually, the relevant aspects might seem isolated 
instances that are far-fetched and unrelated to context or variously related to context in 
uncoordinated ways, but taken together as a constellation of moments their cohesion and 
relevance become more evident and compelling.  O’Brien translates the surreal cultural 
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tendencies that inform neutral Ireland into a bizarre metafictional narrative.  In so doing, 
he stages some of those tendencies in ways that resemble actual situations at the time or 
that call those situations up in salient ways.  All the various facets of the staging in 
combination suggest the consequences of a society dominated by institutionalized 
delusions and deceptions regarding the nature of violence in personal, national and 
international relationships.  As critics have explored,12 many passages in the novel 
present examples of infinite regress and obstruct logical interpretation by parodying 
structures of logic.  The text’s fathomless inscrutability can give rise to never-ending 
speculations for readers, filling us with uncertainty that counters the deluded certainty of 
the characters.  Considering the historical context provides a basis for interpreting the 
narrative’s dark absurdities that avoids unfounded certainty by remaining speculative, but 
not interminably so. 
 By bringing the narrative's details into alignment with historical realities, this 
chapter enables readers to consider some of the narrative’s memorable oddities in the 
context of disturbing psychological effects of Irish neutrality.  Each of the first four 
sections focuses on a different system of thought presented in the novel that shares 
qualities with Irish neutrality.  Each system has specific parallels with particular elements 
of the policy.  Like neutrality, each of these systems consists of an elaborate set of 
revered principles that represses or attempts to control violence and that seems to serve a 
certain function, but that actually defies what appeared to be its purpose.  As I will 
describe in greater detail below, Irish press censorship ostensibly existed to prevent either !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 M. Keith Booker, Anne Clissmann, Keith Hopper, and Carol Taaffe to name a few. 
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belligerent from gaining any advantage by following the Irish press.  However, what the 
censorship actually concealed from Irish citizens was their government’s secret 
collaboration with the Allies. 
 In the first section, “Knowledge, Friendship, and Communal Delusion,” I discuss 
how the narrator’s community idealizes his relationship with his hired man Divney, a 
glorification that initially hides from readers the true genesis of their closeness in a 
murder-robbery.  The second section, “Old Mathers’ Régime: Denial as Heroism,” begins 
to explore the alternate reality that comprises most of the text, analyzing an encounter the 
narrator has with Old Mathers, the man he robbed and murdered.  While the narrator is in 
the old man’s company, Mathers describes to him a régime he has long practiced as a 
means to control his impulses.  Not only does Mathers’ description of his system and 
seeming survival allow the narrator to repress his violent crime against the old man, but 
the initial depiction of the régime itself temporarily conceals that Old Mathers’ refusals 
are not what they appear to be.  As the Irish government publicly refused to aid the Allies 
but privately provided assistance, Old Mathers claims he refuses all requests from others, 
but actually manipulates language so that he can engage in the very behavior he claimed 
to avoid through his régime.  
 The third and fourth sections both connect the actions of policemen in the novel to 
the policies of De Valera’s régime.  “MacCruiskeen and Fox: Seeing and Believing” 
explores the narrator’s experiences with Officer MacCruiskeen, the second policeman, 
and Policeman Fox, the eponymous third policeman, in the context of the authoritative 
vision of Frank Aiken, an Irish official who had ultimate control over censorship.  Each 
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of the two policemen claims to believe in an all-powerful element called omnium.  Both 
control what the narrator sees as dangerous and what he sees as protecting or saving him, 
as the rhetoric and censorship Aiken supervised shaped the Irish public’s perceptions of 
wartime perils and the forces that could shield them from risk.  The vision of both the 
narrator and the Irish public ultimately prove to be limited.  “Pluck’s Atomic Theory and 
De Valera’s Policies” reads first policeman Sergeant Pluck’s bicycle-cyborg philosophy 
in the context of Irish Taoiseach Éamon De Valera’s formulation of the neutral policy.  
The Sergeant postulates that the exchange of atoms during human-bicycle physical 
contact can reach a point at which what appears to be the bicycle has become more 
human and what appears to be the human being has become more of a bicycle.  He claims 
to know the percent of bicycle that numerous local residents have reached.  The 
Sergeant’s beliefs about bicycle-cyborgs influence decisions he makes when formulating 
and enforcing the laws of the land in ways that resemble the impact of neutrality on De 
Valera’s relationship to IRA prisoners. 
 Although the violence these systems attempt to suppress will be addressed in 
sections one through four, the fifth section, “Namelessness and Negative Nullity 
Neutralized” deals directly with the brutality of which Pluck is capable, comparing that 
violence to a detachment bred by neutrality in the Irish population.  Callous indifference 
toward death predominates throughout The Third Policeman, but becomes most starkly 
terrifying when Pluck proposes to execute the narrator.  In an effort to forget his murder 
of Mathers, the narrator has repressed his own name.  Pluck declares that the narrator’s 
namelessness means the policemen can “hang the life out of you and you are not hanged 
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at all and there is no entry to be made in the death papers.  The particular death you die is 
not even a death . . . . only . . . a piece of negative nullity neutralized” (102).  Pluck’s use 
of “neutralized,” which comes from the same root as neutrality, is disturbing not only 
because it means to kill or destroy, but particularly because it is a euphemism that masks 
the emotional impact of killing.  Censorship made many of the War’s violent deaths 
invisible to Irish citizens. 
 O’Brien’s extreme portrayal of characters as untouched by human compassion, 
but unaware anything is amiss, suggests a warning to the Irish that anticipates the danger 
of an outlook masquerading as empathy but devoid of genuine affect and altruism.  This 
outlook, both inside and beyond the pages of the novel, is characterized not by the ability 
to understand others by standing in their places, but instead by the belief that one’s own 
vantage point offers a superior knowledge of others’ suffering.  Press censorship nurtured 
this belief in the Irish.  As Wills argues, they developed “a tendency to believe that while 
the rest of the world was being bullied by propaganda and misinformation, Ireland had 
managed to remain in privileged contact with truth” (415).  Although neutrality could be 
seen as an unbiased view that would allow for empathy toward both sides and a 
perspective less available to citizens of belligerent nations, it instead led to an Irish 
exceptionalism that gave rise to a strange pride in believing that they knew more about 
the belligerents than the belligerents knew about themselves.  In the concluding section of 
the chapter, “Escape and Certainty, Sympathy and Detachment,” I focus on this illusory 
superior national viewpoint, comparing it to the narrator’s delusions of grandeur and the 
revelation to readers of his shockingly limited perspective.  A bomb Divney hid has 
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killed the narrator and eternally doomed him to repeat his confused misadventures in the 
realm of the policemen without ever retaining anything he has learned about their world. 
 In its narrator, O’Brien’s The Third Policeman presents an extreme example of a 
character, who, in the face of bewildering visions and a paucity of knowledge, cannot 
restrain his desire to imagine his view of the world to be superior.  The narrator’s 
adventures strongly suggest how devastating this entrenched attitude can be to the types 
of genuine empathetic connections capable of preventing violence between individuals 
and the far-reaching violence of world war.  Even though the major cause of his finite 
perception is not disclosed until the end, the narrator’s destructive cycles of misguided 
self-assurance and resultant failure perform a similar function to scenes of Miss La 
Trobe’s play in Between the Acts.  As the playwright’s scenes represent moments in time 
that allow the play’s audience and the novel’s readers to realize the difficulty of 
understanding spans of history they thought they knew, the narrator’s interactions with 
the policemen create mini-narratives that enable readers to discern the limits of the 
narrator’s vision and of their own.  In both novels, readers’ realizations do not entail 
assuming hierarchical, omniscient positions in relation to characters.  Both texts reveal 
the destructive nature of these types of power relations that give rise to war, despite the 
strikingly different degrees to which each overtly addresses the period. 
 O’Brien was writing the novel in the first months after Ireland declared its 
neutrality in the War.  Although he finished it in early 1940, The Third Policeman would 
not be published until after his death in 1966.  No clear evidence exists that the novel’s 
strange resemblance to the political situation originally caused it to be rejected, but the 
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nature of the affinities would likely have meant that national censorship would repress 
any sense of connection.  The fact that the novel was not published until over two 
decades after composition would make connections to the era in which it was written 
more difficult to discern.  With the exception of D.W. Maslen’s 2006 article, “Flann 
O'Brien's Bombshells: At Swim-Two-Birds and The Third Policeman,” which reads the 
novels against a general context of modern warfare and the continental violence of the 
Second World War, the novel has been historicized almost exclusively in relation to the 
history of science.13 
 In this chapter, I argue that by portraying attitudes akin to the views that the Irish 
government attempted to create through censorship, O’Brien reveals the absurdity in 
those self-deceiving outlooks and their serious potential for devastating psychological 
and moral harm. The Irish government went through a series of contortions during the 
War, or “the Emergency” as the period was termed in Ireland, in order to create the 
impression that Ireland was not aiding any belligerent.  The régime used propaganda to 
hide its partiality to the Allies due to deep-seated fears of internal conflict within 
Ireland’s population.  My historical reading attends to the context of the novel’s genesis 
and its larger political and moral implications.  Although the zany but dark comedy of the 
narrative seems to suggest it does not take moral issues seriously, the two murders and 
the responses to them take on a wider cultural significance when read in the context of 
Irish struggles with violence and moral conflicts before, during, and immediately after the 
Second World War. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 See footnotes on pages 121-123 for further details. 
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Irish Taoiseach14 and chief architect of the policy of neutrality Éamon de Valera 
implied that individuals could not be subjected to embodying the government’s policy; 
however, his régime took steps to ensure compliance.  In the Dáil15 on 29 September 
1939, responding to doubts about implementing the censorship policy, de Valera argued 
that:    
I do not think there is a single individual in this country at the moment who is 
neutral.  The ordinary individual makes up his mind one way or the other so far as 
he knows the facts.  Very often he does not know the facts, and makes up his 
mind on what he thinks to be the facts, but, whether or not he knows the facts, he 
has his mind made up one way or the other, and if it were simply a question of his 
wish or his decision, the war would go one way or the other to-morrow. 
 
Despite his claim that individuals were unlikely to be neutral, De Valera’s régime used 
censorship to shape what facts the Irish public could use to make up their minds about the 
War.  The precise impact of censorship could not necessarily have been foretold by the 
government, but secretary of the Department of External Affairs Joseph Walshe affirmed, 
“a neutral-mindedness must be created” (Girvin 85).  Wills emphasizes how “the 
government did not think state neutrality could co-exist with citizens’ strong commitment 
to either side” (164).  De Valera’s government feared that a multitude of individual 
partialities could undermine the image of neutrality it was trying to project.  Although his 
speech equates making up one’s mind with choosing one belligerent over another, 
propaganda redefined neutrality as a choice in itself.  De Valera’s claim that “if it were 
simply a question of his wish or his decision, the war would go one way or the other to-
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Prime Minister 
15 The lower house of the Irish Parliament 
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morrow” acknowledges the passion of Irish partialities, but emphasizes their impotence 
by linking them to the absurd aspiration to resolve the War immediately.  
 As many scholars discuss, the approach of the Irish government was not 
unsuccessful in its aim, and the neutral consciousness they created arguably had negative 
effects.  The censorship would help to “develop the emotional dimension, self-
righteousness, and moral superiority which distinguished Irish neutrality” (Ó Drisceoil, 
“Censorship as propaganda” 153).  From the limited facts at their disposal, the Irish 
developed a perspective that they convinced themselves was morally superior to the 
views of belligerents.  The process that individuals went through according to De 
Valera’s speech helps explain why censorship had the effects it did.  Deprived of much 
information about the War, Irish citizens made up their minds based on what they 
believed to be the facts.  From a narrowing of vision came an imaginary plenitude.  Both 
the novel and the period in which it was written reveal how individuals can be 
conditioned to ignore much that would appear obvious, and using partial knowledge, 
create worlds that seem coherent to them. 
 Although De Valera’s administration portrayed censorship as a means of keeping 
sensitive information from belligerents and protecting Ireland from corrupting foreign 
influences, the suppression of information was actually designed to mask the Irish 
government’s extensive collaboration with the Allies.  As Ó Drisceoil reveals, “the 
‘neutrality’ which the Censorship set out to protect was essentially an illusion, one, 
indeed, which the Censorship itself helped to create and sustain.  Irish policy during the 
war was partial and it was a function of the Censorship to hide that fact behind a 
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deceptive screen” (101).  The censorship did not simply block citizens from information 
about the War, but prevented the Irish from knowing that any actions in response to 
censorship would be taken without a clear sense of the censorship’s actual function.  
Regardless of whether citizens responded to censorship by supporting or condemning it, 
they strengthened the illusion that a viable neutrality policy existed.  Modes of interaction 
and systems of belief represented in the text leave characters and their communities in 
The Third Policeman in the same type of darkly absurd double-bind as Irish citizens. 
 The uneasy relationship between individual and community in neutral Ireland 
comes forth vividly in De Valera’s September 29, 1939 speech.  The Taoiseach 
maintains, “We are neutral here, but I do not think there is a single individual in this 
country at the moment who is neutral.”  Even though it is common for individual citizens 
to disagree with a national policy yet take no steps to challenge it, De Valera’s statement 
has the strange effect of creating a “We” and then suggesting that no individuals are part 
of it.  The need to insist on this “We” stems from the threat of violent differences within 
Irish society.  As Garret Fitzgerald argued in a May 1995 article from The Irish Times, 
“‘Neutrality came from fear of ourselves’” (qtd. in Ó Drisceoil, Censorship in Ireland 3).  
Fitzgerald’s use of the term “ourselves” carries a menacing connotation that contrasts 
with the potential emancipation the term offers in Between the Acts.  The word 
accentuates the fissure that exists in the Irish community and the community’s fear of that 
fracture.  On both individual and communal levels, the fear of ourselves engenders not an 
anxiety about invasion from without, but instead a terror of escalating internal conflict 
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made more complex because of the tense borders within the island that the partition 
creating Northern Ireland caused.  
 The most tangible threat of internal attack from the Irish population during the 
War came from the IRA, an organization De Valera’s régime worked to suppress from 
the mid-thirties, despite his own earlier associations with the physical force nationalism 
of Irish Republicanism.  Ó Drisceoil explains, “de Valera was unsuccessful in his efforts 
to wean the IRA off the gun and carry them with him on his journey away from 
traditional Republicanism.  The organization was declared illegal again in 1936” (3).  
Being declared illegal did not stop the IRA from attempting to continue its violent 
missions.  In January 1939, they began a bombing campaign in Britain that killed at least 
7 and wounded nearly 200 (Lee 220).  The crackdown on the IRA that followed marked 
part of a chiastic shift of Irish policy in relation to violence.  For centuries, engaging in 
violent rebellion had been glorified as the way to expel the English.  But now as the 
Second World War began, the denial of violence became part of the plan for creating 
internal cohesion that seemed to be urgently needed.  O’Brien’s narrator also attempts to 
hold himself together by repressing a past in which he strived to achieve his desires 
through violence, but as was the case for the Irish, his attempts to maintain internal 
cohesion lead to further fracture. 
 Observing the structural parallels between the logic of Irish neutrality and features 
of O’Brien’s text will help me to read the darkly absurd moral dilemmas about 
knowledge and violence faced by the novel’s characters as questioning views present in 
the Irish culture of the late thirties and early forties.  My readings of the novel and the 
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history that surrounded it lead to larger questions about the relationship between 
knowledge and compassion in modern warfare.  Through its riveting twists and turns that 
repeatedly astonish readers by defying their expectations, O’Brien’s beguiling novel 
wrestles with a spectrum of tensions inherent in the desire of individuals to turn 
fragmentary visions into what seem to be complete worlds.  Although these abilities are 
essential for genuine empathy, they can also be a foundation for dangerous self-delusion 
and disturbing detachment. 
 Irish neutrality’s self-delusion and detachment are condemned by Louis 
MacNeice16 in his 1942 poem “Neutrality.”  MacNeice’s direct style in “Neutrality” 
reveals more overtly than O’Brien’s novel the connections between Emergency Ireland 
and the power dynamics of vision and denial in the presence of violence.  The final 
stanza of the poem exhorts the Irish to see how the War they think they escaped 
surrounds them and should inspire their compassionate involvement.  The poem criticizes 
the Irish for refusing to acknowledge suffering caused by violence they allow.  
MacNeice’s speaker implores the Irish, 
look eastward from your heart, there bulks 
A continent, close, dark, as archetypal sin, 
While to the west off your own shores the mackerel 
Are fat - on the flesh of your kin. (13-16)   
 
Ian S. Wood argues that the threat of Hitler’s U-Boats led MacNeice to write this 
“emotional appeal to his compatriots [that] tried in vain to convince them that it was 
British naval and aircrew members who, in the cold waters of the Atlantic, would pay the !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16Born in Belfast, MacNeice (1907-1963) had resided in England since 1917 and lived in 
London during World War II writing and producing radio programmes for the BBC. 
 
  
96!
real price of Irish neutrality” (19).  MacNeice’s image starkly suggests the advantage 
Germans can gain from Ireland’s unwillingness to grant the English access to ports that 
the Irish had just regained through an agreement with Chamberlain.  The speaker entreats 
the Irish to see, to take action, and to end the violent feeding frenzy off their shores.  
 The poem associates Irish neutrality with denying a request and with the repression 
of suffering that leads to that refusal.  Although these connections are less overt in the 
novel, they are as crucial to The Third Policeman as to the poem.  MacNeice equates 
neutrality with saying no to the pleas for help on the part of the Irish’s drowning “kin” on 
which the mackerel feed.17  The poem suggests that the Irish refuse to help because they 
are deluding themselves about the magnitude of the global conflict.  Europe “bulks” and 
is “close” – the need to remind readers about its size and proximity suggests the speaker’s 
view that the Irish are failing to see what they should recognize.  In addition to implying 
why the Irish should pay attention to Europe, the poem suggests why they have tried to 
ignore it.  The continent is “close, dark, as archetypal sin” (14). The adjective “close” 
functions as a pivot, presenting the nearness of Europe, and intimating that archetypal sin 
is not as far from the Irish as they would like to believe.  The Irish see Europe as a violent 
place of sin, but MacNeice’s poem suggests they commit a far greater sin by abstaining 
from the violence and denying European suffering.  In The Third Policeman, O’Brien 
satirizes this type of resistance to perceived sin when an attempt to avoid hearing a !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 Salmon relates that there has been a longstanding debate about “whether abstention and 
impartiality are to be regarded as ‘equivalent to complete disinterestedness,’ whatever the 
cause or character of the war  . . . The classical view has been that the ambience, and 
indeed definition of neutrality ‘cannot be given without invoking the concept of the 
negative’” (26). 
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confession of sexual exploits leads to the narrator’s repression of a worse sin -- the 
murder he committed.  MacNeice implies that the Irish ignore their “kin,” not for any 
moral reason, but because they are absorbed in self-idealization, a trait at the core of 
O’Brien’s characters in The Third Policeman.  The poem suggests that the Irish try to be 
willfully blind to the state of the world, which contains them even if they try to ignore it. 
 MacNeice endows his speaker with different powers of vision than O’Brien’s 
narrator possesses.  The repeated command to “look” suggests the speaker’s belief that 
the Irish can gain the understanding they need through vision.  The repetition also 
emphasizes the speaker’s position in relation to the people he addresses.  His ability to 
enumerate what he believes the Irish need to see makes his relation to his readers 
hierarchical.  By asserting his knowledge of these images, he claims for himself a 
superior vantage point.  In The Third Policeman, each character asserts the moral 
superiority of his own vision whenever possible, a tendency O’Brien uses to satirize the 
cultural politics of neutrality.  In contrast to the unquestioned superiority of MacNeice’s 
speaker, O’Brien portrays a narrator who repeatedly pretends to the kind of powers of 
vision the poem’s speaker asserts, but who is shown to be blind himself to what he claims 
to reveal to readers.  
 The following section of this chapter introduces the narrator’s deluded belief in 
his own knowledge and his community’s misinterpretations of his relationship with his 
hired man John Divney.  Oblivious to the deadly violence that is the source of the 
friendship, the people see the men’s interactions as a moral ideal.  Although the narrator 
knows the violent truth behind the friendship, his delayed narration of its genesis and his 
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powerlessness in the relationship prevent him from taking a position akin to the professed 
vantage point of MacNeice’s speaker vis-à-vis the collective he addresses.  By 
representing his narrator’s failures of vision and inviting readers to share in them, 
O’Brien questions the motivation behind claims of superior vision and the impulse to 
correct or augment the vision of others, even to achieve ends believed to be moral. 
 
Knowledge, Friendship, and Communal Delusion 
 Through much of The Third Policeman, O’Brien limits the knowledge and 
understanding of readers by filtering our perspectives through the perceptions of his self-
deluding narrator.  This narrator spends much of the novel caught in a world that is at 
once strange and uncannily familiar, yet even before the narrator enters that world he is 
estranged from those around him.  The full arc of the narrator’s experience in the novel 
reveals a seemingly inescapable, destructive cycle initiated by an act of violence.  In the 
final pages, readers discover what the narrator never seems to fully grasp: that he was 
murdered years ago when his accomplice Divney hid a bomb in the floorboards where he 
told the narrator a black cashbox was concealed.  This delayed revelation reshapes the 
text for readers in hindsight, making virtually the entire novel into an insane denial of 
violence that is extremely close to the narrator. 
 The narrator attempts to push himself away from the violence he himself has 
committed by projecting it onto others, most directly Martin Finnucane whom the 
narrator meets on the road after he has unknowingly died.  David Herman argues that 
“O’Brien’s hell  . . . [involves] an erosion of the boundary between the real and the 
imagined, the world and the narrator’s mental representations of that world.  Thus, when 
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he first enters the ‘mysterious townland’ the narrator is accosted by a one legged 
murderer who is arguably a figure for himself” (287).  When he meets Finnucane, who is 
a thief and a murderer, the narrator’s response to being threatened by him is as follows, 
“‘Now look here till I tell you,’ I rejoined in a stern voice, ‘robbery and murder are 
against the law’” (46).  The narrator’s murder of Old Mathers with the intent to steal his 
cashbox makes him a less than prime candidate for preaching to Finnucane about the law.  
But lecture Finnucane he does, perhaps as a mode of self-punishment without 
acknowledgement of his crimes.  The narrator fails to recognize himself in the man he 
meets.   
 Initially the narrator makes it seem that he will grant readers privileged knowledge.  
Convinced as always that he is a reliable source, the narrator opens his account with an 
affirmation and confession, “Not everybody knows how I killed old Phillip Mathers, 
smashing his jaw in with my spade” (7).  The narrator’s opening words suggest that he 
will share hidden knowledge of violence with his readers, information over which he 
purports to have complete control.  But the second half of this first sentence diverts us 
from the story by adding, “but first it is better to speak of my friendship with John 
Divney because it was he who first knocked old Mathers down” (7).  This sentence 
immediately sets the stage for the complex presence and attempted suppression of 
violence that dominate the text.  The promise of revelation shifts from a vivid glimpse of 
decontextualized murder to a claim of friendship that puts readers in a different position 
in terms of knowledge.  
 Despite upfront promises of lurid revelations, the narration that immediately 
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follows has a tone of vague estrangement that culminates in an ambiguous reference to 
the time when the friendship between the narrator and Divney seemingly begins.  After a 
sketchy account of his estranged childhood, in which both of his parents die after having 
little to do with their son, the narrator describes his return to his parents’ farm after years 
at a boarding school where the only acquaintance who mattered to him was a crazy 
philosopher he met through books.  The narrator appears to have an uneasy relationship 
with Divney, the hired man who was left in charge while the narrator was educated 
through an arrangement in his parents’ wills.  But then the narrator abruptly relates that, 
“It was about this time, when I was nearing thirty, that Divney and I began to get the 
name of being great friends” and vaguely states that after “something very unusual 
happened” (12) they are always together.  Readers are provided with no immediate 
explanation of this unusual event, although it is possible they may suspect it has 
something to do with the murder mentioned in the novel’s opening lines.  Yet even if a 
reader has this suspicion, it can only be a vague one.  O’Brien does not immediately 
reveal how the friendship came about.   
 Before readers discover the story behind this friendship, O’Brien uses the 
relationship to reveal an Irish community ripe for self-deluding exaggeration.  In 
discussing his friendship with Divney, the narrator describes how:  
[t]he neighbors were not long noticing how inseparable we were.  We had been in 
that condition of being always together for nearly three years and they said that 
we were the best two Christians in all Ireland.  They said that human friendship 
was a beautiful thing and Divney and I were the noblest example of it in the 
history of the world.  If other people fell out or fought or disagreed, they were 
asked why they could not be more like me and Divney. (13)   
 
This sketch suggests a community that is slow to react to information, but responds when 
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it does with hyperbolic praise and judgmental, unrealistic standards.  Divney and the 
narrator are not just seen as good Christians, but as the best.  They are not just a noble 
example of friendship, but are deemed “the noblest example of it in the history of the 
world,” a standard all others should aspire to achieve.  Inflated praise of neutrality did not 
fully take hold until the Irish survived the War with the policy officially intact, but the 
communal tendencies evident in the narrative are also those that contributed to an 
exaggerated sense of collective triumph.   
 Although distinctive, O’Brien’s satirical portrayal of the community has a place in 
a strong tradition of Irish and Anglo-Irish satire.  One analogue is Bram Stoker’s story 
The Dualitists; or, the Death Doom of the Double Born (1887) which describes the 
friendship of two boys who together escalate from breaking objects, to killing animals, to 
butchering twin toddlers.  Every step of the way, the boys either avoid having their 
activities discovered or successfully blame the destruction they cause on other parties – 
first their families’ butlers, and finally more tragically, on the parents of the toddlers.  For 
this latter testimony, the boys are given national honors and knighted despite their youth.  
They spend the rest of their long, healthy, happy lives loved and revered by everyone 
around them, worshipped by a deluded community as heroes when they are actually 
psychopaths.  
 Like Stoker’s tale, O’Brien’s novel warns of communal delusion by gradually 
revealing to readers the circumstances behind the friendship the community worships, a 
relationship readers cannot at first realize is so far from the communal ideal.  The views 
of the narrator’s community in The Third Policeman are made even more ludicrous by 
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the truth that slowly filters through to readers, that the “unusual” event that inspires this 
friendship is as follows – Divney convinces the narrator to help him murder Mathers for 
his money, but then while the narrator kills Mathers with a spade, Divney hides the 
cashbox.  Because the narrator does not want to risk that Divney will sneak away to get 
the box without him, he goes everywhere with the hired man.  The source of their 
closeness is mistrust borne of hidden violence, yet they are held up as shining moral 
examples.  Divney claims he hid the cashbox because it would seem suspicious if they 
were rich right after Mathers disappears, but the narrator is aware of his own 
community’s obliviousness.  It takes a long time for anyone to notice Mathers is missing; 
even once they do, they do not suspect foul play.  The contrast between the actual nature 
of the friendship and the community’s vision reveals that what seems to be heartfelt 
understanding can have no genuine altruistic affect behind it at all.  Rather than an 
emotional bond, the narrator’s behavior arises from his paranoid estrangement from the 
hired man and the rest of his community.  
 O’Brien suggests the longstanding nature of the alienation when the narrator gazes 
at the landscape on his journey from Mathers’ house to the police station.  He finds that  
there was nothing familiar about the good-looking countryside which stretched 
away from me at every view.  I was now but two days from home – not more than 
three hours’ walking – and yet I seemed to have reached regions which I had 
never seen before and of which I had never even heard.  I could not understand 
this because although my life had been spent mostly among my books and papers, 
I had thought there was no road in the district I had not travelled, no road whose 
destination was not well-known to me. (39) 
 
The narrator’s surprise at his lack of familiarity with this local landscape reveals the 
strength of assumptions that ruled his life – beliefs about his ability to know his corner of 
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the world intimately.  This kind of self-absorption and delusion is evident in MacNeice’s 
poem as well.  Although the final stanza of “Neutrality” points to the War, the middle 
two stanzas suggest that constructed literary, nativist landscapes dominate the Irish 
heart.18  Yeats and the Celtic Twilight are their major source.  Yeats is clearly invoked in 
the first lines of these middle stanzas, “Look into your heart, you will find a county Sligo, 
/ A Knocknarea with for navel a cairn of stones” (5-6).  The poem suggests that insular 
visions distract the Irish from the global conflict and that the Irish have long been locked 
in complacent self-absorption.  It criticizes the Irish for remaining fixated on idealized 
fantasies of past traditions, for using their dreams to deny the all-too-real nightmarish 
conditions of global violence that surround them.   
 Both MacNeice and O’Brien locate the cause of this communal obliviousness in 
self-absorbed tendencies that far predate the War.  O’Brien portrays Irish xenophobia of 
the 1930s more directly in At Swim-Two-Birds (1939).  Although suspicion of foreign 
intervention after centuries of English occupation was understandable, O’Brien suggests 
in At Swim that this resistance could become petty.19  A dominant current of Irish wartime 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Look into your heart, you will find a county Sligo, 
A Knocknarea with for navel a cairn of stones, 
You find the shadow and sheen of a moleskin mountain 
And a litter of chronicles and bones. 
 
Look into your heart, you will find fermenting rivers, 
Intricacies of gloom and glint, 
You will find such ducats of dream and great doubloons of ceremony 
As nobody to-day would mint. 
 
19 The narrator’s uncle and other Dublin men attempt to plan a celebration.  One 
of the men, Mr. Connors, asks to have just one waltz at the gathering, but is informed by 
Mr. Corcoran that “we have plenty of our dances without crossing the road to borrow 
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rhetoric used the paranoia of the 1930s as a foundation for neutrality.  As Wills explains 
“Rather than non-involvement, neutrality was reframed as the protection of the country 
against the war itself, or as the journal of the defense forces put it ‘Ireland versus the 
foreigner’” (92).  Foreign threats notwithstanding, The Third Policeman portrays the 
community as lacking the awareness to take care of even its own.  In contrast to 
MacNeice’s direct attack, which temporarily enters into the state of navel gazing it 
criticizes only to quickly burst out of it with a view of Europe’s suffering, the novel-
length indirectness of O’Brien’s satire traps readers more profoundly in its state of 
insularity rather than providing a quick release.  The obliviousness of the community 
makes it seem as though Mathers has not been murdered at all or that the narrator and 
Divney are not the murderers, a pair of misperceptions that will beset the narrator as the 
novel goes on. 
 
Old Mathers’ Régime: Denial as Heroism 
 One factor that contributes to the narrator’s uncertainty about the murder he 
committed is the sudden presence of Old Mathers in the room with him after he thinks he 
will gain the cashbox Divney has hidden.  Of course, the sight of Mathers can be read as 
an effect of the narrator’s denial of his crime rather than an initial cause.  Through the 
responses of all three participants in the strange interactions that follow, O’Brien satirizes !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
what we can’t wear . . . It’s all right but it’s not for us” (143).  Connors reasserts the place 
of the waltz in their shared past despite its foreign origin, “There’s nothing wrong with 
the old-time waltz . . . We have all danced it” (143).  O’Brien’s dialogue suggests that 
paranoia about foreign influence had increased since the end of English occupation.  As 
critics such as McMullen and Evans have argued, O’Brien in At Swim challenges this 
narrowing of what can count as Irish identity by satirizing paranoid impulses and 
presenting carnivalesque counter-worlds in which alternatives are possible.  
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dangerously self-deluding attitudes that underlie Ireland’s policy of neutrality.  His 
characters engage in denial and repression habitually, exalt themselves and each other for 
doing so, and act as though their over-the-top behavior is normal, even in the disturbing 
circumstances in which they find themselves. 
 When the narrator suddenly realizes he is in the presence of the man he murdered, 
he is at first extremely alarmed and incapacitated by the horror of the situation, but then 
determinedly decides to pretend that nothing strange has happened.  As he struggles to 
recover from initial paralysis, the narrator admits that, “I decided in some crooked way 
that the best thing to do was to believe what my eyes were looking at rather than to place 
my trust in my memory.  I decided to show unconcern . . . I knew that I would go mad 
unless I got up from the floor and moved and talked and behaved in as ordinary a way as 
possible” (26).  To believe in what he can see rather than what he remembers 
conveniently aids the narrator in forgetting that he has murdered Old Mathers and makes 
it possible that he can absolve himself of guilt.  Although his strategy of behaving in an 
ordinary way could be associated with the virtue of staying calm in high-pressure 
situations, its over the top absurdity makes this interpretation quite difficult to swallow.  
The narrator claims that he behaves as though nothing is wrong to avoid going insane, yet 
this pretense arguably pushes him toward a more profound insanity and disconnection 
from reality.  Ó Drisceoil describes how during the War “[t]he structures and mentalities 
of Irish life were largely unaffected; in many respects it was ‘business as usual’ in a 
rapidly changing world” (Censorship in Ireland 301).  Both narrator and fledgling 
country strive for complete control when there is very little if any opportunity for them to 
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shape their immediate futures.  To respond to an extraordinary situation as though it were 
ordinary shows a detached irrationality masquerading as extreme rationality. 
 The exclusively negative answers the narrator receives from Old Mathers lead him 
to bend his mind toward mastering Mathers by forcing him to answer questions.  The 
narrator makes Old Mathers respond by “thinking for a moment until I had thought the 
same thought inside out” (28).  When he asks Mathers, “Will you refuse to answer a 
straight question” the old man replies “I will not” (28).  Two negatives in effect make a 
positive in this situation, but they also reveal the conflict and desire for domination at the 
heart of the narrator despite his detached politeness.  After Mathers responds that he will 
not refuse to answer a question, the narrator admits that: “This answer pleased me.  It 
meant that my mind had got to grips with his, that I was now almost arguing with him 
and that we were behaving like two ordinary human beings” (28).  The narrator’s 
pleasure at controlling Old Mathers’ speech and his belief that arguing constitutes 
ordinary behavior hint at the violent power struggle beneath the bizarrely calm, detached 
exterior.  Rather than conversing with his victim in an attempt to understand his situation 
and empathize, the narrator remains caught up in obtaining knowledge in order to gain 
power over his interlocutor.  Because the narrator is the only source of information, his 
denial about his role in deadly violence threatens to pull readers into his dangerous 
indifference to others’ suffering; however, O’Brien checks readers’ impulses to trust the 
narrator throughout the novel. 
One of these moments that gives readers pause during the conversation between 
the narrator and Mathers is the narrator’s suggestion that “I did not understand all the 
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terrible things which had happened to me but I now began to think that I must be 
mistaken about them” (28).  In contrast to his frequent assertions of understanding in the 
hopes of gaining power, the narrator’s claims that he does not understand involve 
phrasing that conveniently makes him the receiver of the action rather than the aggressor.  
He has suffered terrible things, not caused them by murdering Mathers.  Even this 
evasion becomes insufficient, quickly supplanted by his claim that he must be entirely 
mistaken about the violence of the past.  One irony of the narrator’s perception of himself 
as victim is that the end of the novel reveals him to be partly correct – he is a victim of 
murder as well.  But his status as victim does not negate his prior culpability. 
 The narrator’s denial finds a strange counterpart in Mathers’ choice to reply in the 
negative to all requests, behavior reminiscent of the neutrality-as-refusal conception 
MacNeice presents.  The old man relates that he came to realize “‘that everything you do 
is in response to a request or a suggestion made to you by some other party either inside 
or outside.  Some of these suggestions are good and praiseworthy and some of them are 
undoubtedly delightful.  But the majority of them are definitely bad and are pretty 
considerable as sins go” (30).  This view of requests as sins anticipates MacNeice’s 
interpretation of the Irish as perceiving the European continent as a place of sin to be 
avoided.  Although Old Mathers’ idea that the majority of requests are sins may be 
unusual, slightly subtler than this view of requests, yet also potentially more odd, is his 
initial demarcation of “some other party either inside or outside.”  The idea of another 
party inside might not be surprising in the context of a narrator who has just for the first 
time heard a voice in his head, which he identifies as his soul, Joe.  Mathers’ offhand 
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admission that other parties already exist inside him suggests that this invasion he hopes 
to prevent has already happened and that the threat instead comes from himself, a 
scenario akin to the Irish situation.  
 Mathers confidently claims that saying “no” keeps him safe, an affirmation similar 
to the Irish insistence that neutrality protected the country effectively.  The old man 
asserts that, “‘I therefore decided to say No henceforth to every suggestion, request or 
inquiry whether inward or outward.  It was the only simple formula which was sure and 
safe” (30).  As Salmon argues, 
the Irish consistently resisted threats and blandishments to involve them as 
belligerents.  It might then be argued that the Irish retained a sufficient degree of 
independence, sovereignty, and freedom of decision and action to enable it to say 
‘no’.  However, this can be exaggerated, since Irish non-belligerency was only 
really possible because . . .  Ireland was never of critical strategic value to any of 
the belligerents. (125) 
 
Even Irish pride in the capacity to say “no” to belligerency becomes misplaced because 
invading Ireland offered no strategic advantage.  Mathers’ own pride in his refusals 
immediately seems suspect and will be proven utterly absurd.  Despite his own 
suggestion that some dangerous requests already come from inside him, Mathers 
continues to profess his belief that rejecting everything is the reliable way to protect 
himself.  
 Mathers does not simply see his rejecting as a matter of course; he portrays his 
choice as valiant.  He tells the narrator that his policy “was difficult to practice at first and 
often called for heroism but I persevered and hardly ever broke down completely.  It is 
now many years since I said Yes.  I have refused more requests and negatived more 
statements than any man living or dead.  I have rejected, reneged, disagreed, refused and 
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denied to an extent that is unbelievable’” (30).  Like the neighbors who lionize the 
narrator and Divney, Mathers ridiculously exaggerates the value of his refusals.  He 
stresses the challenge he faces, painting himself as an unprecedented hero.  Lee argues 
that the problem with neutrality was not the policy itself, but the need of many Irish to 
exalt the choice.  This “apparent need of the Irish mind to feel moral superiority” (263) 
led to inflated ideas of Irish heroic self-sufficiency and to views of neutrality as an 
inherently moral policy in opposition to all belligerents.   
 Mathers’ claims of perfection for his system evoke these inflated perceptions of 
neutrality as he continues to brag about his success.  Further stressing the benefits of his 
approach, Old Mathers claims that, “‘The system leads to peace and contentment  . . . 
People do not trouble to ask you questions if they know the answer is a foregone 
conclusion.  Thoughts which have no chance of succeeding do not take the trouble to 
come into your head at all’” (30).  Despite his claims that keeping it up was a heroic 
struggle, Mathers now asserts that his system gives him peace of mind through control 
over his mind.  Considering the time of the writing, the adjective “peace” suggests a 
geopolitical meaning beyond contentment.  Old Mathers suggests the power of his 
denials to stop conflict from touching him and create for him this seeming peace – a 
vision strangely reminiscent of idealized hopes for neutrality.   
O’Brien does not only satirize this exalting of denial through Old Mathers’ 
reaction to his own policy, but also in Joe’s response to the old man’s refusals of all 
requests.  As Old Mathers explains his way of life, Joe admits, “I am beginning to agree 
with him.  There is a lot to be said for No as a General Principle” (29).  Joe can scarcely 
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contain his excitement about Mathers’ practice, which he calls, “An excellent and 
original régime” and says, “is all extremely interesting and salutary, every syllable a 
sermon in itself.  Very very wholesome” (30).  Like the exaltation of the narrator’s 
neighbors and Mathers, Joe’s enthusiasm is out of proportion.  Through the use of the 
word “régime,” O’Brien suggests a link between Joe’s excitement over Mathers’ policy 
and potential dangers of overly embracing neutrality.  The use of régime suggests the 
authoritarian dimensions involved in the Irish government’s implementation of the 
policy.  As Wills argues “[t]he attempt to enforce a ‘neutral’ public opinion became, for 
the government’s critics, as destructive of democracy as the civil conflict it was supposed 
to help prevent” (164).  The term régime’s association with authoritarian government 
evokes unsettling associations with the loss of freedoms that censorship created.20   
Joe’s enthusiasm would be exaggerated enough if Old Mathers’ claims proved 
they should be taken at face value, but the reliability of his system quickly crumbles in 
response to a casual question the narrator asks.  After hearing about the old man’s !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 O’Brien uses this type of word play in connection with the War elsewhere, for example 
in his regular column for The Irish Times, Cruiskeen Lawn (written under the pen name 
Myles na Gcopaleen.)  In a January 1944 installment, he discusses a project of his 
fictitious Research Bureau, presenting what the group of men “conceive to be one of the 
perils attending life in a decaying city like Dublin.”  These dangers involve, “Gutters, 
pipes, chimney-pots falling on the citizens from immense altitudes.  Bricks, slates, 
window sills and iron balconies.”  What he describes as “the remedy” and illustrates 
through a lovely drawing is “[a] hat with a patent spring top that instantly wards off the 
missile and projects it for a distance of twenty or thirty yards.”  Although this scenario is 
a playful indictment of Dublin’s decay paired with a boyish delight in inventions, the 
word choice of missile opens up the possibility of other connotations. The word’s 
potential association with the air war pushes us to consider Dublin’s crumbling buildings 
in association with buildings crumbling all over Europe – not due to neglect, but aerial 
bombing.  The hat’s spring redirects material with no regard for who else might be 
around, and this type of self-serving re-direction is one interpretation of Irish neutrality 
itself – an intentional yet also misinformed redirection of potential trouble elsewhere. 
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régime, the narrator suggests that it must sometimes be inconvenient, for example when 
someone offers him whiskey.  Old Mathers then explains, “‘Such few friends as I have . . 
. are usually good enough to arrange such invitations in a way that will enable me to 
adhere to my system and also accept the whiskey.  More than once I have been asked 
whether I would refuse such things’” (30).  The narrator questions further “‘And the 
answer is still NO?’” to which Mathers replies “‘Certainly’” (30).  The narrator initially 
believed he had mastered Old Mathers, only to discover that this is the status quo for the 
man.  Both Joe who idealizes the system and the narrator who worries it will lead to 
problems take for granted that the system is strictly upheld.  But like the Irish public who 
assumed their government was adhering to the policy of neutrality as represented in the 
press, Joe and the narrator do not know the true nature of the system.   
Mathers’ admission reveals his régime to be a farce; the deception behind the 
Irish government’s censorship created many darkly farcical situations.  For example, 
“[w]hile the Irish public and the Germans had to forego the benefits of Irish weather 
forecasts and reports, the Irish Meteorological Service, as part of the range of co-
operative measures agreed with the British, were supplying the latter with weather reports 
and full meteorological data from the beginning” (Ó Drisceoil, Censorship in Ireland 
102).  In one incident affected by the censorship of weather, although “[a] thick fog in 
Dublin which lasted for a number of days led to a series of drownings in the city’s canals; 
the accidents were reported, but the cause could not be stated, a situation which led to 
some confusion among readers outside the capital” (102).  The series of accidents could 
be dismissed as coincidental, but the absence of a cause also created ripe conditions for 
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conspiracy theories about the deaths being connected directly to the War21 or speculation 
about several Dubliners having a few too many at a local pub and failing to get their 
bearings on the way home.  Due to the omission of a basic fact about the weather, these 
incidents could appear bizarre and mysterious to many Irish readers, but would make 
sense to British intelligence officials who remained informed about the conditions.   
 The literal fog and the mental fogginess created by its suppression resonate with 
the narrator’s repeated lack of understanding in The Third Policeman and the resulting 
shared ignorance of readers.  Like the Dubliners who die in unseen canals due to fog, the 
narrator dies because of his inability to see.  As he attempts to peer under floorboards his 
match goes out and “[w]ithout stopping to light another match I thrust my hand bodily 
into the opening and just when it should be closing about the box, something happened” 
(23).  He cannot detect that Divney has hidden a bomb where he looks for their murder 
victim’s money, and this knowledge only comes to readers at novel’s end.  The bizarrely 
childish yet oddly pertinent lesson that the narrator’s death offers is that what you cannot 
see can still harm you.  Being separated from the worst atrocities of the Second World 
War until after the end of the conflict did not protect Ireland from their effects.  Although 
not knowing the cause of the accidents in the Dublin canals is hardly a major concern, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"#!Bowen’s novel The Heat of the Day (1948) presents a similar scenario in an English 
context.  When Anglo-Irish estate owner Francis happens to die during a visit to his 
wife’s sanatorium, the owners of the institution demand that the location of his death be 
censored in the newspapers, due to their business interests. Bowen’s narrator reveals that 
“[t]he insertion of the word ‘suddenly’ in the notice, and the suppression of the locale of 
the death, gave rise in some quarters to the notion that Cousin Francis had been killed by 
a bomb” (75).!
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this situation is indicative, both on a literal and oddly symbolic level, of the widespread 
blindness about blindness that the censorship created.   
Like Mathers, who can appear to abstain from sin yet have whiskey whenever he 
desires through his friends’ strategic phrasing, the manipulation of language through 
censorship allowed the Irish government to appear to be making decisions to preserve 
neutrality while they were actually taking those steps to seem neutral but collaborate with 
the Allies.  For example, the government manipulated language to hide partiality in its 
policy about Allied and Axis aircraft that crashed on Irish soil.  As Salmon describes:     
Initially, British aircrews who crashed in the twenty-six counties were interned 
and then released.  Subsequently, British and American crews were returned to 
Northern Ireland without being interned.  The Irish distinguished ‘operational’ 
from ‘training’ flights, and the Americans were always regarded as being on the 
latter, despite the frequency of their infringements on Irish airspace.  The Irish 
distinction between types of flight was partial, and no Germans were released for 
the duration. (127-128)   
   
The Irish used deceptive classifications in order to pretend that their choices of which 
pilots to intern and which to return were based on belligerent intent.  Immediately after 
the declaration of neutrality, before the government had time to develop deceptive 
language, it was easier for citizens to doubt that the policy was real.  On September 3rd, 
1939, several British Royal Air Force seaplanes landed in Ireland due to inclement 
weather.  This act was a breach of neutrality, but the government took no action before 
the weather cleared and the planes left.  The incident is believed to have inspired the 
question “Who are we neutral against?” that was picked up by the international press 
(Carroll 11) and also echoed by Bernard Share in one of his chapter titles, “Neutral 
Against Whom?”, in his study The Emergency: Neutral Ireland, 1939-1945.   
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 The question implies the reality behind the smokescreen of neutrality and 
suggests a darkly absurd facet of this deception that was at times half-perceived, but 
which often obscured the government’s real policy effectively.  Joseph Walshe, secretary 
of the Department of External Affairs, privately remarked, “‘We could not do more if we 
were in the war’” (Ó Drisceoil, Censorship in Ireland 4).  Ireland’s contribution as a 
belligerent would likely not have been much different than the role it secretly served 
while publicly neutral because the fledgling Irish army lacked the personnel and 
equipment to provide much direct military assistance.  Despite claims of stark divisions 
between neutrality and belligerence, similarities between the effects Ireland could have 
had on the War regardless of status, as well as the government’s clandestine collaboration 
itself in the face of its overt resistance to aiding the Allies, made the policy an elaborate 
joke like Mathers’ régime.  The deception of neutrality when revealed did not make many 
laugh; the truth about Mathers’ system also does not inspire levity in the characters, 
although it very likely does in readers.  After all Joe’s praise of Mathers, when faced with 
the revelation that the old man’s friends subverted the system, the narrator reports that, 
“Joe said nothing . . . but I had the feeling that this confession was not to his liking” (31). 
More serious than this shift in attitude is an earlier response of Joe’s that stops the 
narrator from owning up to his violent past.  Mathers explains that he began to say no to 
everything because when he was young, he engaged in “excesses of one kind or another, 
my principal weakness being Number One.  I was also party to an artificial manure ring” 
(28).  Because of the association between the hired man and manure, the statement brings 
the narrator’s mind “back at once to John Divney, to the farm and the public house and so 
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on from that to the horrible afternoon we had spent on the wet lonely road” (28-29).  
Although he had just tried to convince himself his memories of the murder must be 
wrong, the narrator for an instant trusts his memory and may even be prepared to accept 
responsibility for his actions.  But before his thoughts go further, Joe intervenes.  The 
narrator describes how “As if to interrupt me from unhappy thoughts I heard Joe’s voice 
again, this time severe: No need to ask him what Number One is, we do not want lurid 
descriptions of vice or anything at all in that line” (29).  Through his squeamish 
resistance to hearing about Old Mathers’ vices, Joe distracts the narrator from facing his 
own violent immorality.  Joe’s attitude represents another problem with Irish neutrality – 
the suppression of knowledge about violence made possible an over-concern about moral 
issues that were less significant, a “moral myopia” (Patterson 63).  As MacNeice’s poem 
suggests, the Irish avoid sinful Europe, but their denial of European suffering may be a 
greater sin.  Instead of acting as a guide to help the narrator do what is right, Joe, the 
supposed moral compass, aids the narrator in his denial. 
 
MacCruiskeen and Fox: Seeing and Believing 
 The rhetoric of the Irish government aimed to help the Irish see the War through a 
lens designed to make neutrality seem moral and necessary.  The régime’s strategy can be 
seen in passages of Frank Aiken’s January 1940 memorandum to his fellow ministers.  
Aiken, who had ultimate authority over censorship, worked to construct neutrality as a 
fight against both belligerents in order to imply that the Irish might be engaged in a 
harder battle than the Allies or Axis powers.  Of neutrality Aiken claimed that:  
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In the modern total warfare it is not a condition of peace with both belligerents, 
but rather a condition of limited warfare with both, a warfare whose limits, under 
the terrific and all prevailing force of modern total warfare, tend to expand to 
coincide with those of total warfare.  In cold economic and military fact it is 
becoming more and more difficult to distinguish between the seriousness of the 
two emergencies called war and neutrality (311) 
 
Aiken’s reference to “emergencies” uses the Irish government’s term for the era to 
describe both conditions in Ireland and abroad.  The defining of the belligerents’ actions 
through this Irish lens attempts to contain their war in an Irish reality, in contrast to 
containing Irish reality in their war.  Making this claim helps Aiken avoid suggesting that 
the expansiveness he describes is out of Irish control, a move that could make the case for 
Ireland entering the War as a belligerent. 
 In addition to drawing the experiences of belligerent and neutral together, Aiken’s 
memorandum aimed to justify censorship by portraying the suppression of information as 
heroic.  Aiken asserts that, “one of the most important weapons of war is propaganda.  
Indeed it would not be surprising to find that the Germans were using more man and 
brain power in spreading their own propaganda and stopping that of the Allies, than in 
their submarine campaign” (qtd. in Ó Drisceoil, Censorship in Ireland 309).  By 
suggesting that the Germans are devoting more resources to propaganda than U-boats, 
Aiken implies that propaganda is a more immediate threat than sea attack.  The 
penetration of Ireland by words becomes as serious as military conquest through strength 
of arms.  Ó Drisceoil argues that the Irish’s inability to defend neutrality militarily meant 
that portraying propaganda as a weapon was the only way the government could claim 
victory at the end by asserting that censorship had kept the public safe from both 
belligerents (Censorship in Ireland 291-292).  The policies Aiken oversaw worked to 
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shape what it showed the public into a threat that the government could claim to have 
defeated and to hide from Irish citizens other dangers that Ireland lacked the power to 
overcome. 
 In The Third Policeman, the narrator struggles to gain control over his own vision 
throughout the novel, but has a particularly terrifying visual experience when Officer 
MacCruiskeen’s shows him his inventions, objects created through a system of power the 
narrator cannot understand.  One invention is a seven-inch dagger that MacCruiskeen 
claims “is so sharp and thin that you cannot see it with the old eye” (68).  The weapon’s 
invisibility enables it to injure the narrator, penetrating him unseen.  In contrast to what 
the Irish government’s propaganda about censorship would suggest, MacCruiskeen’s 
dagger points out that what one cannot see can be harmful, in some cases because its 
danger has been made invisible.  MacCruiskeen has also made a series of chests, each 
smaller than the last.  He reveals to the narrator that, “Nobody has ever seen the last five I 
made because no glass is strong enough to make them big enough to be regarded truly as 
the smallest things ever made.  Nobody can see me making them because my little tools 
are invisible” (74).  The invisibility of MacCruiskeen’s tools and the products of those 
tools suggest the insidiousness of censorship – newspapers could not reveal what had 
been censored, thus rendering invisible the information and the act of excision.  During 
the scene, MacCruiskeen even declares, “My eyes are crippled with the small print in the 
newspapers” (74), an O’Brien wink at the invisibility created by the censorship.   
 The power dynamics involving vision have more complex connections to the 
conflicts of the time, however.  MacCruiskeen’s power to continue making smaller and 
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smaller chests – to see what others cannot – frightens and paralyzes the narrator who 
admits that, “I shut my eyes and prayed that he would stop while still doing things that 
were at least possible for a man to do” (73).  The narrator cuts off his visual sense 
completely to avoid watching MacCruiskeen continue to see what appears to be beyond 
human vision.  But the policeman coerces the narrator to look again by providing him 
with “an enormous magnifying-glass” to see the smallest chests (73-74).  The narrator 
faces a situation in which he can only perceive through MacCruiskeen’s lens as Irish 
citizens looked through the lens of censored reports.  The officer’s ideas continue to 
dominate the narrator’s thinking even after he believes he has escaped the police station, 
because his trust in MacCruiskeen’s claims about omnium make him falsely believe he 
will become omniscient and omnipotent with the help of the substance, as the emphasis 
on blocking propaganda through censorship gave the Irish unrealistic perceptions of 
national power.  The narrator’s faith in omnium causes him to respond ecstatically when 
Policeman Fox seems prepared to hand over to him the black box he has been seeking all 
along – a box originally filled with the money of Old Mathers whom the narrator robbed 
and murdered.   
 When Fox tells him the box contains this substance MacCruiskeen claimed to be 
all-powerful, the narrator has no difficulty shifting his desires.  What do not change are 
the narrator’s arrogant feelings of moral superiority.  After the narrator indulges in 
ridiculous fantasies about what he will do with the omnium, Fox’s comment about one of 
the ways he used it leads the narrator to think: “It was clear that he was not the sort of 
person to be trusted with the contents of the black box.  His oafish underground invention 
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was the product of a mind which fed upon adventure books of small boys, books in which 
every extravagance was mechanical and lethal and solely concerned with bringing about 
somebody’s death in the most elaborate way imaginable” (190).  For a man who has 
murdered to obtain this box and who has in his list of what he will do the boyish desire 
that “[e]very Tuesday I would become invisible” (189), the narrator’s professed moral 
superiority is astounding.  His attitude toward death resembles the outlook he attributes to 
Fox.  The third policeman’s face looks like the visage of Mathers, the old man the 
narrator murdered “mechanically” (16) with a spade.  
 Although each is slightly different in tone, the adventure books and the narrator’s 
killing of Mathers share a detached response to violent death with no emotional regard 
for its consequences.  The novel’s characters repeatedly demonstrate no capacity to 
understand the fear or pain felt by others, even in response to violent acts they themselves 
commit or plan to inflict on others.  They see a violent loss of life as either an 
inconvenience or opportunity, depending on how it will disrupt or benefit them.  
Ultimately, the text further supports this outlook by suggesting that the narrator can be 
killed by a bomb yet remain capable of doing all the activities associated with living.  
The narrator’s assumption that he is alive notwithstanding, most critics have described 
the world of the policemen as the narrator’s “hell” as O’Brien himself did in 
correspondence.  The mistaken belief that even one’s own violent death is not much of a 
disruption takes the denial of one’s kin’s death that MacNeice portrays to a whole new 
level of dark absurdity.   
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 Despite its associations with his death, the narrator’s desire to be invisible is in 
line with the power dynamics of the panopticon: he wants to dominate by being able to 
see and not be seen.  The goals behind Irish neutrality arise from the same basic power 
impulse.  Neutrality on one level is a wish to become invisible to the belligerents; on 
another level, it is a wish to make invisible to the Germans and most Irish citizens the 
collaboration between the Irish government and the Allies.  The narrator’s desire to gain 
power from invisibility also derives from earlier experiences in which he feels powerless.  
When he finds himself with the man he thought he murdered, the narrator suspects that 
behind the pupil of Old Mathers he can see is another pupil he cannot see and even 
perhaps a nearly endless series of pupils behind pupils before the actual eye peers out 
unseen (24-25).  This image evokes the culture of covert surveillance Ireland became 
during the War.  The government hid its policies from citizens yet monitored and 
censored their private communications through postal inspectors and military 
intelligence.  As Ó Drisceoil argues, “The emergency postal and telegraph censorship, 
combined with the covert surveillance activities carried out by and on behalf of G222, 
totally undermined the existence of private communications in wartime Ireland” 
(Censorship in Ireland 59).  The Irish government concealed its intentions but remained 
watchful of citizens. 
 
Pluck’s Atomic Theory and De Valera’s Policies 
 In the strange reality the narrator enters, Sergeant Pluck keeps citizens under secret 
surveillance with the help of an elaborate theoretical apparatus he has devised.  Through !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 The national intelligence agency of Ireland 
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his Atomic Theory, Pluck extends physical transitions of atoms to a psychological realm.  
He states that all is composed of atoms, describes how pieces of metal fly off when a 
blacksmith hits a metal bar, then proceeds to explain that:   
‘people who spent most of their natural lives riding iron bicycles over the rocky 
roadsteads of this parish get their personalities mixed up with the personalities of 
their bicycle as a result of the interchanging of atoms of each of them and you 
would be surprised at the number of people in these parts who nearly are half 
people and half bicycles.’ (85) 
 
On one level, Pluck’s theory is a series of quasi-logical deductions taken to a delightfully 
hilarious extreme that readers will enjoy.  In response to it the narrator admits, “‘I let go a 
gasp of astonishment that made a sound in the air like a bad puncture’” (85), a description 
that jokingly appears to offer evidence in support of Pluck’s claims.  However, the 
narrator’s use of figurative language drawn from a bicycle tire to describe his gasp also 
more disturbingly suggests Pluck’s capacity to influence others through his strange 
system.  Pluck’s bicycle conceit further fractures the narrator’s mind and captivates 
readers through its fascinatingly improbable blend of gravity and hilarity. 
 Pluck’s extraordinarily bizarre system has inspired three major types of critical 
readings.  Readings of all three types leap right to considering what O’Brien is doing and 
do not address the purposes of Pluck that O’Brien implies.  The three major readings 
consist of analyses that discuss the theory in connection with science, logic, and 
philosophy,23 interpretations that link the theory to textuality or metatextuality,24 and !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Readings by Clissmann, Booker, and Hopper reveal the range of analyses linked with 
science, logic, and philosophy.  Clissmann quotes a passage from O’Brien’s Cruiskeen 
Lawn in 1942, which analyzes Sir Arthur Eddington’s statement that there are less than a 
thousand people who can understand Einstein’s theory of relativity and less than a 
hundred people who can discuss it intelligently (153).  The structure of Clissmann’s 
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readings that deal with issues of gender and sexuality inspired both by Pluck’s vignette 
about a female teacher riding a male bicycle and the late episode in which the narrator 
seemingly has the most meaningful erotic relationship of his life with Pluck’s bicycle.25  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
argument focuses on O’Brien’s intentions and implies that it is a real-world scientific 
theory rather than an over-the-top parody with which the narrator struggles.  Although 
Clissmann’s chapter on the novel is called “Bicycles and Eternity: The Third Policeman” 
she does not provide an extended reading of Pluck’s theories about bicycles.  After 
explaining Pluck’s Atomic Theory, she makes only this comment on its significance, 
“Apart from the inherent hilarity of the extension of this idea to the sexual morals of the 
parish, it illustrates a further step in the narrator’s education in unreason.  By now he has 
lost faith in the logical approach to such an extent that he feels that any confusing 
statement must be a wise one” (167).  Keith Hopper’s study suggests a different relation 
between Pluck’s theory and logic as he notes that Pluck’s explanation of the Atomic 
Theory “mimics the construction of conventional logical syllogisms” (217).  Booker 
contends that, “The use of bicycle imagery in both Beckett and O’Brien leads to a 
subversive dialogue with Cartesian epistemology, one that radically questions the ability 
of the human intellect to have a knowledge of the world” (23).   
 
24 J.M. Silverthorne in “Time, Literature, and Failure: Flann O'Brien's At Swim-Two-Birds 
and The Third Policeman” (1976) associates the novel’s obsession with bicycles to the 
act of writing.  He links the narrator’s lack of a bicycle or vehicle to his being both a 
character in search of an author and an author in search of a novel (72).  Jerry L. McGuire 
also connects O’Brien’s bicycles to writing, or more specifically metatextuality, in 
“Teasing After Death: Metatextuality in The Third Policeman” (1981).  McGuire 
contends that “O’Brien’s mode for subverting self-mechanization is a metatextuality that 
refuses to remain outside the text, and the effect of this forces the reader to attend to 
disruptions and disjunctions of the text . . . The metaphor for this metatextual action is a 
brilliant one.  Throughout the book, bicycles and their riders engage in a mutual in-
mixing . . . They have exchanged substance” (McGuire 114). 
 
25 Many critics deal with social regulation, but only in terms of sexuality. For example, 
Booker argues that, “By making the sexual suggestiveness of the rider-bicycle 
relationship overtly explicit, O’Brien thus not only provides a parody of Cartesian 
dualism but also suggests an invidious sexual motivation for the enduring hold that 
dualism has had on the Western imagination” (25).  In "Queering Knowledge in Flann 
O'Brien's The Third Policeman" (2002), Andrea Bobotis contends that the rules of 
Pluck’s Atomic Theory actually make it possible for the late scene in which the narrator 
rides Sergeant Pluck’s bicycle with sexual overtones to be read as challenging gender 
hierarchies and compulsory heterosexuality.  Bobotis also historicizes the connections 
between bicycles and female sexuality by noting that, “since their development in the late 
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None of these readings focus much on Pluck himself, although a few talk a bit about the 
effects of his theory on the narrator. 
 The capacity of Pluck to quickly influence the narrator is particularly disturbing 
given that the theory becomes a mode of social regulation.  He admits to the narrator,  
“Many a grey hair it has put into my head, trying to regulate the people of this parish” 
(90), further suggesting that, “If you let it go too far it would be the end of everything.  
You would have bicycles wanting votes and they would get seats on the County Council . 
. . But against all that and on the other hand, a good bicycle is a great companion, there is 
a great charm about it” (90).  Pluck is portrayed as being in a position oddly akin to De 
Valera’s situation in the early phases of the War.  Both men have developed an elaborate 
set of theories as a backing for a complex policy that will regulate the actions of 
individuals under their authority.  Beyond this general similarity, the anxieties at the heart 
of their policies are also bizarrely similar.  Both want to keep the people under their 
authority away from dangerous influences, but both also seem to acknowledge that their 
goals are impossible to achieve on the individual level.  De Valera admits that despite 
Ireland’s status as neutral, it is likely that no individuals can be neutral.  They cannot help 
but absorb what they will see as facts and take a particular point of view, even as the 
people of Pluck’s parish cannot help but absorb the atoms from their bicycles.  The !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
nineteenth century, bicycle seats have been accused of causing orgasms in women riders.  
In fact, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women were often prohibited 
from riding on bicycles since it compromised their sexual purity and provided a means of 
mobility for those seeking to escape confining domestic situations.”  Hopper, like 
Bobotis, focuses on the comic and more serious sexual associations with Pluck’s theory 
that involve a story of a woman riding a man’s bicycle and the riding scene between the 
narrator and Pluck’s bicycle at the end of the novel (80-82).   
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people of the parish become one with the bicycles they come to ride, even as Irish 
individuals can become one with causes their government hoped to keep them away from 
in order to control the country.  Pluck’s elaborate thefts of bicycles in hopes of keeping 
human beings from riding them and De Valera’s policies do not enable them to achieve 
the psychological containment they desire. 
 The roles of Pluck and De Valera as architects of their theories and policies 
potentially give them the power to shape those policies to their advantage.  MacCruiskeen 
tells the narrator the story of MacDadd, a man with a high content of bicycle who 
murders another man.  MacCruiskeen explains that “[w]e had to arrest his bicycle as well 
as himself and we watched the two of them under secret observation for a week to see 
where the majority of MacDadd was and whether the bicycle was mostly in MacDadd’s 
trousers pari passu if you understand my meaning’” (105).  O’Brien hilariously yokes the 
typically serious context of careful police work in a murder investigation, rendered all the 
more consequential by MacCruiskeen’s erudite Latin, to the ridiculous image of officers 
observing a bicycle and a man in order to detect which shows greater culpability by being 
more sentient.  At the narrator’s request, MacCruiskeen reveals that, “‘The Sergeant gave 
his ruling at the end of the week.  His position was painful in the extremity because he 
was a very close friend of MacDadd after office hours.  He condemned the bicycle and it 
was the bicycle that was hanged.  We entered a nolle prosequi in the day-book in respect 
of the other defendant” (105).  If we believe the account and Pluck’s theory, the Sergeant 
appears committed to finding the truth, but the comment that MacDadd was Pluck’s 
friend raises suspicions.  Has Pluck conceived of his theory merely as a method of 
  
125!
controlling the outcomes of situations?  As I discuss in the following section, he certainly 
exploits the narrator to his own advantage in front of his boss. 
 The MacDadd story has odd affinities with De Valera’s relationship to the IRA 
from the late twenties through the Emergency, but particularly with the imprisoned IRA 
during the mid-to-late thirties.  Although De Valera arguably began “creating a politically 
safe distance” between himself and the IRA as early as 1927 (Wood 102), this did not 
prevent individuals, especially political rivals, from connecting him to the organization.  
Blueshirt26 leader Eoin O’Duffy in 1933 saw de Valera’s party Fianna Fáil as a front for 
the IRA (71).  De Valera’s early policies gave his opponents ample ammunition in this 
regard, as  “[o]nce in office in 1932 the Taoiseach had been quick to repeal the previous 
government’s legislation and also to release all IRA prisoners.  These were all anti-treaty 
hardliners who, unlike de Valera and his ministers, still refused to recognize or 
compromise with the Free State” (53).  Initially, de Valera’s prior relationships with 
many IRA men and the organization caused him to arrange for the release of prisoners 
even though these individuals refused to recognize the legitimacy of his own government.  
Pluck is seemingly supposed to uphold the system of law that keeps him in his position of 
authority as De Valera is supposed to uphold the new government of the Irish Free State 
that vests him with power, yet both compromise their own official authority by 
manipulating rules for apparently personal reasons.     
 Even after the Emergency was declared and IRA behavior became more extreme, 
it was still difficult for De Valera and his government to take the hard line against the !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 The Blueshirts were an Irish quasi-fascist organization. 
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IRA into which they were eventually forced.  Although the new legislation that came 
with the Emergency seemed to immediately take a tougher stand against the organization, 
even “[w]hen IRA men began to be detained under the new legislation, they created 
problems with a series of hunger strikes . . . [and] De Valera relented, much to his 
subsequent regret” (Lee 222).  The policy of suppression became particularly difficult 
during the IRA prisoner hunger strikes, because many members of the Dáil and Irish 
citizens spoke up for the prisoners.  When Labour party leader William Norton asked de 
Valera whether hunger strikes were right in 1922 and 1923 and wrong in 1939, de Valera, 
finally appealing to the power of the newly independent Irish government, argued that the 
1937 constitution had given the Irish state legitimate authority (223).  Yet political 
arguments of this sort could not negate the complex emotional position that de Valera and 
many members of his government were in.  Minister for Supplies in De Valera’s 
government, Sean Lemass, who was a veteran of the Easter Rising, War of Independence 
and Civil War, famously had it pointed out to him by his mother that these IRA men were 
doing what he and others had done a quarter of a century earlier (Patterson 56).  Although 
detaining IRA men became necessary, De Valera initially released individuals, 
suggesting a conflict between official and personal obligations of the sort suggested by 
the account of Pluck and MacDadd. 
 Even if personal feelings shape the policies of Pluck and De Valera, the 
inescapability of what their policies attempt to prevent inspires fear in individuals who 
believe in their theories.  When the narrator shares his reluctance to ride bicycles because 
of what the Sergeant told him, Pluck counters that,  
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‘A little of it is a good thing and makes you hardy and puts iron on to you.  But 
walking too far too often too quickly is not safe at all.  The continual cracking of 
your feet on the road makes a certain quantity of road come up into you.  When a 
man dies they say he returns to clay but too much walking fills you up with clay 
far sooner (or buries bits of you along the road) and brings your death half-way to 
meet you.  It is not easy to know what is the best way to move yourself from one 
place to another.’ (90) 
  
Pluck’s warning leads the narrator to profoundly fear the world around him as “After he 
had finished speaking I found myself walking nimbly and lightly on my toes in order to 
prolong my life.  My head was packed tight with fears and miscellaneous apprehensions” 
(90).  Although Pluck focuses on specific, concrete courses of action to prevent the 
transfer of atoms between humans and bicycles, he admits the difficulty of the situation.  
He can try to protect the people of his parish from one sort of invasion, yet that very 
protection may lead to a seemingly worse consequence.  De Valera can take steps such as 
special legislation that grants the government broader powers during the Emergency and 
can work to censor the press, but he cannot guarantee that these measures will save his 
people from death.  In fact, it may be that these very policies will cause their eventual 
deaths or other harmful consequences.  Pluck seems determined to contain these personal 
transformations for what he sees as the good of the parish, yet even for him, the supposed 
authority, these exchanges seem impossible to control. 
 De Valera acknowledged the challenges of the policy from its inception, and part 
of a speech he made in the Dáil after the composition of The Third Policeman resonates 
strangely and strongly with a moment in the novel.  During a debate in the Dáil on 17 
July 1941, de Valera told those assembled that, “We are in an extremely difficult and 
delicate situation.  The policy of neutrality is not by any means an easy policy and it is 
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not a cowardly policy.  It will require as much courage to put that policy through, and to 
stand by our national statements regarding it, as it would to put any other policy through. 
It may be a more difficult policy, in the long run, than any other policy.”  In The Third 
Policeman, before Pluck reveals his Atomic Theory to the narrator, the Sergeant astounds 
the narrator by performing seemingly brilliant detective work by quickly finding a 
missing bicycle.  The narrator cannot understand Pluck’s skill and when the Sergeant 
simply tells him that it was easy to find the bicycle, the narrator responds, “‘It seems a 
very difficult sort of easiness’” (82), as they have walked around much of the countryside 
and gone through a variety of complex suppositions.  It turns out that Pluck stole the 
bicycle himself and all his deductions are fakery, and so the situation and the narrator’s 
response itself are uncannily appropriate to Irish neutrality.  Like Pluck, who believes in 
the necessity of feigning brilliant detective work while covertly committing the very 
crimes he solves himself, De Valera believed in the need to create the illusion of 
neutrality even as his government violated that very policy by collaborating with the 
Allies.  Both try to placate populations they fear they cannot control by providing them 
with seeming certainties that are not what they appear. 
The inflection of the narrator’s narration with Pluck’s ridiculous worldview suggests 
Pluck’s power to control even personal perception.  The narrator quickly shows how 
deeply Pluck has convinced him of his strange theory.  As he looks at the landscape he 
affirms that, “The scene was real and incontrovertible and at variance with the talk of the 
Sergeant, but I knew that the Sergeant was talking the truth and if it was a question of 
taking my choice, it was possible that I would have to forego the reality of all the simple 
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things my eyes were looking at” (86).  Although the narrator claims he may have to 
ignore his vision, the moment a man with a bicycle goes by, he attempts to use his eyes to 
figure out the situation, watching the man “with the eye of six eagles, trying to find out 
which was carrying the other and whether it was really a man with a bicycle on his 
shoulders.  I did not seem to see anything, however, that was memorable or remarkable” 
(87).  Despite his claim that he will accept Pluck’s theory without seizing the Sergeant’s 
mode of vision for himself, the narrator immediately seems intent on gaining the power 
of knowledge that comes through what Pluck sees, and frustrated that he cannot.   
Later on, however, the theory influences the narrator’s view of details in ways that 
seem beyond his control.  For example, when Inspector O’Corky criticizes Pluck for 
keeping his bicycle in the cell, the narrator notices of O’Corky “that he had been leaning 
by one elbow on the counter” (97), an observation that suggests the influence of Pluck’s 
claim that “‘When a man lets things go so far that he is half or more than half a bicycle, 
you will not see so much because he spends a lot of his time leaning with one elbow on 
the walls” (87).  Although the observations and attempted observations of the narrator 
may seem inconsequential, they resonate with the potential of the government’s policy to 
profoundly impact individual perception in spite of De Valera’s claims that no 
individuals can be neutral.  Like Irish citizens under De Valera’s policy of neutrality, the 
narrator under Pluck’s influence sees things that are and are not there. 
 Despite the oppressive aspects of its influence, Pluck’s Atomic Theory seems for 
a moment to push the narrator toward knowledge of his moral failings.  This strange 
moment reveals the extent to which the ideas have penetrated the narrator.  In what turns 
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out to be a dream, the narrator relates how “I was weary in body and my brain was numb.  
I had a curious feeling about my left leg.  I thought that it was, so to speak, spreading--
that its woodenness was slowly extending throughout my whole body, a dry timber 
poison killing me inch by inch.  Soon my brain would be changed to wood completely 
and I would then be dead” (115).  Since the narrator is morally corrupt, this feeling of 
becoming all wood is quite apt.  The narrator again temporarily appears to become aware 
of his own moral bankruptcy, his pathological lack of empathy.  Like all his epiphanies, 
this momentary realization proves to be over in the blinking of an eye when he believes 
he has regained power over his situation.  
 
Namelessness and Negative Nullity Neutralized 
One of the most profound denials on the part of the narrator is his repression of his 
own name, a repudiation that initially appears to offer him bizarre protection from 
violence through a special status, but which then threatens to push him into harm’s way.  
This trajectory deals with fears similar to anxieties about neutrality that came about due 
to the distinctive status it gave Ireland.  Although this status might prove to be an 
advantage for the country, it also had the potential to put Ireland in greater danger.  The 
narrator gives his soul the appellation Joe, but he cannot recollect his own name after 
declaring that he would willfully deny it if necessary.  
Like the Irish censorship of atrocities, the narrator’s blocking of his name and 
refusal to recognize the violence in which he was involved originates in a calculated plan 
to deceive.  When Divney finally tells the narrator that he has hidden the cashbox in 
Mathers’ house and announces that after several years they can now obtain the money 
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(19), the hired man also tells the narrator to “deny everything” about the crime if he sees 
anyone as he is going into the house.  The narrator hyperbolically tells Divney, “I don’t 
even know my own name,” then observes that, “This was a very remarkable thing for me 
to say because the next time I was asked my name I could not answer.  I did not know” 
(20).  This juxtaposition creates a strange cause-and-effect relationship between the 
narrator’s hypothetical denial of his crime and his inability to recall his name.  He thinks 
he can merely deny what he wants to deny when it is helpful for him to do so, yet this 
initial denial locks him into an endless cycle that he cannot control, stirring up questions 
about Ireland’s control over its seeming denial of Europe and concealment of its own 
partiality. 
The demand of his victim Mathers to know the narrator’s name also suggests a 
profound connection between the narrator’s repression of his name and his guilt about his 
crime.  Against all odds, the narrator almost survives a discussion with the man he 
murdered, but he then decides to ask Mathers about the black cashbox he murdered him 
to obtain.  In response, Mathers “sharply” demands to know the narrator’s name.  The 
narrator admits as he reacts to the question that, “I was shocked to realize that, simple as 
it was, I could not answer it . . . I found I was sure of nothing save my search for the 
black box.  But I knew that the other man’s name was Mathers and that he had been 
killed with a pump and a spade. I had no name” (31).  The narrator’s repression overtly 
responds to the demands of another, but is more profoundly a denial of self, as neutrality 
aimed to suppress internal threats even though it appeared to be a reaction to foreign 
powers.  Mathers’ accusatory question takes an oddly bureaucratic turn when he explains 
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that the problem with the narrator lacking a name is that he (Mathers) cannot give him the 
black cashbox if he cannot sign a receipt for it (31).  These types of bureaucratic niceties 
crop up later more acutely in connection to the narrator’s lack of name. 
In spite of the temporary threat about his name, the narrator leaves Old Mathers’ 
house in a new phase of denial about the murder.  He thinks of the old man, “I had got to 
like him – it was a pity he’d been murdered” (36).  This cavalier, detached attitude 
toward deadly violence that he has committed is all the more disturbing because it is 
couched in a lukewarm, oblivious expression of compassion.  Because the narrator feels 
he now has power over Mathers since he gained the upperhand in the conversation, he 
likes the old man well enough, but does not care to have any sense of Mathers’ suffering.  
This type of outlook, common to all characters in the novel, resembles the point of view 
that threatened to dominate the Irish due to their detachment from the War and reluctance 
to consider the pitfalls that censorship of wartime atrocities created. 
In the novel, the cause-and-effect relationship between the narrator’s crime and his 
repression of his name becomes all the more significant when it suddenly appears he will 
be held accountable for the murder of Mathers and face execution.  The narrator and 
Sergeant Pluck return to the police barracks to find Pluck’s boss Inspector O’Corky.  The 
inspector demands of Pluck, “‘Did you know that a man called Mathers was found in the 
crotch of a ditch up the road two hours ago with his belly opened up with a knife or sharp 
instrument?’” (96).  Upon hearing this question, the narrator admits that “To say that this 
was a surprise which interfered seriously with my heart-valves was the same as saying 
that a red-hot poker would heat your face if somebody decided to let you have it there.”  
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But Joe comments, “It seems that our mutual friend Finnucane is in the environs” (96).  
Again in this moment, although through a different tactic than earlier, Joe functions not 
as a reliable moral compass, but instead as a force of denial that displaces the narrator’s 
guilt and prevents him from admitting his violent past to himself.  In this case, Joe pushes 
the guilt onto another individual (albeit one who, like the narrator, happens to also have a 
wooden leg and is a thief and murderer.)  Despite Joe’s displacement, Pluck informs his 
superior that he has apprehended the man guilty of Mathers’ murder and indicates the 
narrator.  Pluck charges the narrator with the crime because he is a convenient scapegoat.  
The most striking aspect of Pluck’s use of the narrator as a scapegoat is the odd 
politeness with which he does it, a strange friendliness that makes the interaction more 
torturous.  At Joe’s behest the narrator asks whether charging him with the crime “is all a 
joke for entertainment purposes?” and Pluck responds “‘If you take it that way I will be 
indefinitely beholden to you  . . . and I will remember you with real emotion.  It would be 
a noble gesture and an unutterable piece of supreme excellence on the part of the 
deceased’” (98).  The narrator is shocked to be referred to as “the deceased,” though in 
light of the novel’s end this label becomes an accurate description rather than a harbinger 
of future disaster.  The Sergeant’s feelings do nothing to dissuade him from planning the 
narrator’s death.  Pluck demonstrates no genuine empathy toward the narrator.  
Responding to this scene, Maslen argues that:     
[t]he book as a whole is only a joke if it is taken that way—just as the outbreak of 
war may be taken as a joke only if you set aside your humanity and all your moral 
convictions.  In this novel the fear of death is never alleviated; the inevitability of 
the death sentence never questioned; the narrator is locked into the ultimate 
tyranny.  The sense of entrapment his story generates is only intensified by the 
supreme civility with which all the characters behave toward one another. (95) 
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Maslen emphasizes that the characters’ civility should not be equated with moral 
conviction; the civility has the opposite effect.  The “real emotion” with which Pluck 
claims he will remember the narrator is parodic of heartfelt compassion.  
 When Pluck announces that he will hang the narrator for the death of Mathers, the 
narrator’s namelessness appears as though it might save his life, but ultimately his lack of 
a name makes the violence against him easier for Pluck to justify.  Joe reminds the 
narrator that Pluck earlier said he could escape the law because he had no name.  During 
this first conversation the Sergeant told him, “If you have no name you possess nothing 
and you do not exist and even your trousers are not on you although they look as if they 
were from where I am sitting.  On the other separate hand you can do what you like and 
the law cannot touch you” (61-62).  Remembering Pluck’s prior assertion gives the 
narrator hope, but then Pluck decides: 
‘we can take you and hang the life out of you and you are not hanged at all and 
there is no entry to be made in the death papers.  The particular death you die is 
not even a death . . . . only an insanitary abstraction in the backyard, a piece of 
negative nullity neutralized and rendered void by asphyxiation and the fracture of 
the spinal string.  If it is not a lie to say that you have been given the final hammer 
behind the barrack, equally it is true to say that nothing has happened to you.’ 
(102) 
 
Pluck explains with a shocking lightness of tone how manipulating language permits him 
to exercise his authority.  Because of the narrator’s denial of his name in the hopes of 
hiding his crime from others and himself, violence can be committed against him without 
consequences.   
 While absurd and perhaps bizarrely justified considering the narrator’s guilt, 
Sergeant Pluck’s treatment of the narrator also echoes a broader trend in Irish legislation 
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during the Emergency.  In the Emergency Powers Act of 1939, police “powers of arrest 
and search were extended” (Ó Longaigh 64).  The June 1939 Offences Against State Act 
aimed to more strongly combat the IRA by creating criminal courts with military judges 
who could try people charged with “special category offences” (Wood 54).  Like the 
narrator whose namelessness is used as an excuse to deny him basic rights, IRA prisoners 
were redefined to enable the government to seize complete control of them.  In early 
1940, the Offences Against the State (Amendment) Act gave these tribunals power to 
pass death sentences (55).  Stephen Roche, secretary of the Department of Justice, 
justified the tough legislation by claiming that,  “trial by jury has no real roots in this 
country and is quite unsuited for dealing with our most serious form of crime, viz. 
political crime” (qtd. in Ó Longaigh 65).  Roche opposed regular judges whom he 
claimed  “strained ‘the law beyond all reason in favour of the accused’” (qtd. Ó Longaigh 
65).  Although O’Brien’s narrator is guilty of the crime for which Pluck wants to execute 
him, his portrayal of a system that offers no rights to the accused still remains alarming.  
Pluck affirms that because the narrator has  “no name” he “cannot die,” and that the 
Sergeant “cannot be held answerable for death even if he executes him” (102). 
 Pluck’s “negative nullity neutralized” can describe the destructive potential 
behind the policy of neutrality.  Although it is anti-belligerent and thus appears to be non-
violent, two of its primary implications stand at odds in a strange way that echoes the 
Irish position in the War.  To neutralize can mean to disarm a weapon or a bomb, but it is 
also a euphemism for killing or destroying, particularly in a covert military operation.  
This term suggests the covert role of the Irish in the War, their hidden connection with 
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the violence that they attempt to suppress in their own country.  Pluck’s claim that 
because the narrator’s death cannot be documented it becomes no death at all links not 
only to War deaths unrecorded in Irish newspapers, but also looks forward in time to the 
millions of undocumented deaths the War would cause on battlefields and in 
extermination camps.  Countless individuals and even whole communities died invisibly. 
The narrator’s denial of his name also resonates with a strange feature of the 
policy itself: the refusal to invoke its name.  This pattern of not using the name began 
early on, for example: “[w]hen de Valera spoke in the Dáil introducing the motion in 
favour of the return of the ports and an end to the Anglo-Irish economic war, he made no 
specific mention of neutrality.  Rather on 27 April 1939 he emphasized independence and 
sovereignty” (Salmon 98).  It could be argued that de Valera did not see the need to 
mention the policy by name, but even later when powers directly related to the policy 
itself were being implemented, the avoidance of the term continued.  As Ó Drisceoil 
argues by way of comparison:   
The Swiss equivalent of the Emergency Powers Act – the Federal Decree of 30 
August 1939, which included the powers of censorship – declared as its aim ‘the 
maintenance of neutrality’.  Ireland, unlike Switzerland, never formally declared 
its neutrality and the Emergency Powers Act did not refer specifically to it; the 
Irish authorities, however, regarded the Act as referring to neutrality ‘in fact’ if 
not in name. (Censorship in Ireland 26).  
 
Like Pluck who decides that the narrator’s lack of name makes it easier to pursue 
whatever rough brand of justice he desires against him, Irish officials strategically 
avoided creating an overt cause-and-effect relationship between neutrality and the 
government’s new powers.  Exposing that link directly would have made the connection 
clear and more possible to challenge.   
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 Avoiding the word neutrality itself, but understanding a connection ‘in fact’ but 
‘not in name,’ gave the government a greater ability to use these powers as it saw fit.  
Quoting the book Neutrality Laws, Regulations and Treaties, published during the War, 
Ó Drisceoil explores the government’s avoidance of the term.  The book’s editors, Deak 
and Jessup, indicate that, “With respect to several other emergency orders, it is 
impossible to ascertain – since the word ‘neutrality’ is carefully avoided – whether they 
are measures aimed primarily at the preservation of neutrality or the protection of internal 
order against disturbances from causes independent of the state of war” (qtd. in Ó 
Drisceoil 26).  One of Deak and Jessup’s examples, “EP (No. 5) O 1939” had to do with 
censorship powers.  Ó Drisceoil explains, “the fact that neutrality was not specifically 
mentioned did not impede their implementation” (26).  By not naming neutrality, the 
government more easily avoided the danger of its actions being protested by citizens.  It 
could create policies to suppress internal threats against the régime and the social and 
cultural mores it represented.   
 The lack of transparency about what laws actually connected to neutrality and 
what laws did not also made it difficult for Irish citizens to have a clear sense of how the 
government was justifying its authority over them.  The Irish public could not perceive de 
Valera’s “double game” of  “publicly maintaining the formality of neutrality while 
simultaneously ensuring that Britain ‘could not acquire by conquest much more than she 
gained through co-operation’” (4), because even the rules behind what neutrality 
purported to be were kept mysterious, like the strange laws of Sergeant Pluck’s parish in 
The Third Policeman.  Both the Irish government and the policemen only give 
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information they intend to reveal, conceal other knowledge, conduct surveillance to 
determine what individuals know and feel, and control their citizens’ perceptions. 
 
Escape and Certainty, Sympathy and Detachment 
The narrator is eager to escape Pluck’s custody at the first opportunity, but his 
perception suggests that he cannot shake off the Sergeant’s theories.  According to his 
interpretation of the experience, he leaves the barracks with the help of Sergeant Pluck’s 
bicycle that has escaped from the cell in which the officer locked it.  Although excited at 
the prospect of going home, the narrator is drawn again to the house of Old Mathers, his 
victim.  Inside the walls of this house, the narrator faces the mysterious eponymous 
policeman and is stunned to discover that Policeman Fox has the face of Old Mathers.  
After an awkward silence, the narrator says, “I thought you were dead” (182), a remark 
that elicits the following conversation: 
 ‘That is a nice thing to say,’ he said, ‘but it is no matter because I thought the 
same thing about yourself.  I do not understand your unexpected corporality after 
the morning on the scaffold.’ 
‘I escaped,’ I stammered. 
He gave me long searching glances. 
‘Are you sure?’ he asked. 
Was I sure?  Suddenly I felt horribly ill as if the spinning of the world in the 
firmament had come against my stomach for the first time, turning it all to bitter 
curd. (183) 
 
The dialogue opens with the novel’s pattern of ordinary chit-chat in a bizarre context that 
readers have already seen in the narrator’s initial conversation with Old Mathers and in 
dialogues with the other policemen.  In this conversation, somehow the reciprocity of 
their mutual false belief the other is dead makes the narrator’s startled comment 
acceptable to Fox / Mathers.  This reciprocity becomes a parody of how genuine empathy 
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would function.  Although the third policeman does not directly appear to interrogate 
him, the narrator feels the need to provide some explanation for his survival – the fact he 
escaped from custody.  Policeman Fox calls this fact immediately into question.  His 
questioning of the narrator’s certainty does not go further – he shifts to asking the 
narrator’s opinion of his police station’s décor, but his query is enough to reduce the 
narrator to a state of reeling incoherence. 
 Particularly that brief moment in the dialogue between Fox and the narrator, “I 
escaped” “Are you sure?” evokes in a nightmarish way a central doubt about Ireland’s 
policy of neutrality: would it work to save the Irish people from coming to violent harm?  
Many deputies in legislative debates spoke of doubts about specific aspects of neutrality, 
and a few even questioned the policy as a whole, although this behavior was strongly 
discouraged by De Valera’s government.  The simple question of whether neutrality 
created more dangers than choosing a side in the War is a legitimate one that De Valera 
himself asked during the War years.  Few if any Irish people could be sure that they had 
escaped until the War was over, and even then the answer as to whether they did or did 
not escape depends upon one’s definition of escape.  At the end of The Third Policeman, 
the revelation that the narrator has not escaped violence and death and has been oblivious 
to his condition suggests, albeit elliptically, a less than positive outcome for Ireland’s 
attempts to prevent invasion and suppress violence.  
 Even if Irish citizens might have doubts about their nation’s capacity to maintain 
its neutrality, the Irish government wanted the public to be certain that this policy was 
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indeed Ireland’s position in the War.  Although the collaboration of de Valera’s régime 
with the Allies was practical for a number of reasons, 
the government did not wish to have it exposed in its true form and an image 
more fitting to prevailing popular expectations and Fianna Fáil rhetoric was 
presented.  The neutrality that came to dominate public perception was an illusion 
of strict impartiality and moral superiority, the crowning glory of independence, 
untainted by the hidden realities, particularly the close links with the ‘old enemy.’  
The censorship was a crucial player in this area. (Ó Drisceoil, Censorship in 
Ireland 7) 
 
Through censorship, the government constructed a vision of idealized power that they 
believed Irish citizens could rally together behind.  In order to give the public a heroic 
view of itself, the censorship screened out knowledge that might fan the flames of 
longstanding hatreds or reveal continued dependence on the imperial power many Irish 
wanted to believe they had finally escaped.  Although the censorship blocked out these 
realities, it helped to give Irish citizens the impression that their special position provided 
them views of the War superior to those of citizens in belligerent countries who had 
endured a barrage of wartime propaganda.  What was hidden was designed to give the 
Irish public a sense of power over others through detachment.  
 Throughout The Third Policeman, fantasies of unique detached moral stature 
abound, both on the part of the narrator and other characters such as Mathers and Pluck, 
but also on a communal level.  Whether harmlessly ridiculous, psychologically harmful 
or even potentially fatal to those around them, the characters’ actions take on a veneer of 
strange honor or righteousness through elaborate denial and complex parodies of 
reasoning.  Although O’Brien could not have predicted with certainty postwar Irish views 
when he composed The Third Policeman, his characters’ irrational rationalizations are cut 
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from the same cultural cloth as many responses to Ireland’s survival of the War as a 
neutral country.  The starkest representation of psychological responses akin to these 
postwar Irish reactions comes in the final pages of the novel.  Some of these responses 
also disturbingly evoke the creative process itself, a connection that links the writing of 
fiction and the stories told by Ireland’s wartime propaganda.  As was the case initially 
with the narrator’s prospective execution and his willingness to fight it even if he dies, 
the scene between the narrator and Policeman Fox is made more ridiculous by the fact 
that the narrator is dead.  Before he reaches his home, it is the place he believes will be 
his greatest site of triumph because Fox claims he has sent the black box back there, 
supposedly filled with the all-powerful omnium.   
 With an evidently unshakeable certainty, the narrator believes that, “Sitting at 
home with my box of omnium I could do anything, see anything and know anything with 
no limit to my powers save that of my own imagination.  Perhaps I could use it even to 
extend my imagination. I could destroy, alter and improve the universe at will” (189).  
With his wish to sit at home, the narrator reveals his desire to continue the estrangement 
from others that has characterized him for the entire novel.  He wants to remain detached 
and invulnerable from the rest of the world, but seemingly still retain the power to act on 
that world.  He yearns to be invisible and be able to see and know all.  The narrator 
believes that the omnium will enable there to be no limit to his powers except his 
imagination.  Although he interprets this to mean his power is infinite, another 
interpretation proves closer to the truth – he ends up powerless because of his inability to 
see the limits of his imagination.  Unlike Woolf in her diary who realizes she cannot 
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spread her mind wide enough to take everything in intelligibly, the narrator believes he 
can contain everything in his mind. The narrator’s desires are also akin to Miss La 
Trobe’s more power-hungry impulses.27  
 In his ecstatic musings, the narrator venerates the power of his own imagination, 
revealing a reverence for the creativity of the mind that would not be out of place in 
fiction writers’ celebrations of their craft.  But this moment in O’Brien’s novel reveals 
how easily imaginative ecstasy can pass into much darker desires.  It suggests the 
potential danger of creative texts offering vision that purports to be complete, as 
MacNeice’s “Neutrality” does.  In contrast to the poem, The Third Policeman auto-
corrects for the tendencies of its narrator throughout, but particularly near the end.  The 
narrator’s first impulse is to destroy the universe, an initial vision that renders his 
subsequent thoughts of altering or improving it even more sinister than they would 
otherwise appear.  Even without this first urge, however, the narrator’s belief that his 
alterations would improve the universe reveals again his unquenchable hubris.  He thinks 
of the universe only as an entity he can shape to achieve his ends, though unbeknownst to 
him it has already achieved his end by killing him. 
 The narrator’s perception of “home” as a locus of complete knowledge and total 
power that will come through his own imagination reverberates with the goal of Irish 
neutrality.  Although it may have prevented civil war, Irish censorship ended up 
“reinforcing a self-absorbed and complacent Irish insularity” (Wood 97).  The !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 Such as, “Glory possessed her.  Ah, but she was not merely a twitcher of individual 
strings; she was one who seethes wandering bodies and floating voices in a cauldron, and 
makes rise up from its amorphous mass a re-created world.  Her moment was on her – her 
glory” (152-153). 
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government’s policies made it difficult for the goal of Irish citizens to extend beyond 
home as “[t]he strict demands of Irish censorship forced the British newsreel companies 
to produce special, ‘neutralised’ editions for the Irish market; they presented to Irish 
viewers a radically different world to that shown to their British counterparts, a world 
into which the tribulations of their near neighbors and the war in Europe did not impinge” 
(Ó Drisceoil, Censorship in Ireland 33).  As the narrator thinks it will become for him, 
home for the Irish takes on idealized associations with safety and the culmination of an 
imagined personal struggle from which they emerged victorious with no help from their 
neighbors.  Despite these views of self-sufficiency, both narrator and nation are 
dependent on their neighbors.  As Lee argues, the Irish “could safely enjoy the fruits of 
victory over Britain in their phantom war only if Britain won the real war.  Thanks to 
British cooperation on the matter, the Irish could enjoy their psychological triumph” 
(262).  The box O’Brien’s narrator seeks belongs to his neighbor, Mathers, and it is only 
the ideas of the policemen that make him believe it will give him infinite power. 
 The idealized home the narrator believes will bring his supreme triumph instead 
reduces him to a state of powerless blindness and ignorance when the long-concealed 
truth of his situation is revealed.  When he stands in the doorway of his house, the 
narrator finds an aged Divney.  The former hired man is shocked to see the narrator and 
falls to the floor.  As the narrator watches: 
He sobbed convulsively where he lay and began to cry and mutter things 
disjointedly like a man raving at the door of death.  . . . He said that what he had 
put under the boards in the big house was not the black box but a mine, a bomb.  
It had gone up when I touched it.  He had watched the bursting of it from where I 
had left him.  The house was blown to bits.  I was dead.  He screamed to keep me 
away.  I was dead for sixteen years. (197) 
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The narrator believed that home would be the place where he could escape the 
bewildering power of the policemen by becoming all-knowing and all-powerful, but the 
knowledge he does gain reduces him to a powerless state of confusion similar to what he 
experienced when searching under the floorboards for the black box.  The suppression of 
past violence causes the effects of that violence to come back and haunt the narrator, even 
as he haunts Divney.  
 The long-term denials of violence by the narrator and the Irish during the War 
leave both O’Brien’s character and his author’s culture unable to process this violence 
emotionally.  As he listens to Divney’s rants, the narrator admits, “I do not know whether 
I was surprised at what he said, or even whether I believed him.  My mind became quite 
empty, light, and felt as if it were very white in colour.  I stood exactly where I was for a 
long time without moving or thinking.  I thought after a time that the house was strange 
and I became uncertain about the two figures on the floor” (197).  Although he longed to 
return home, the narrator all at once finds his own house as strange as he earlier found the 
landscape he thought he should know.  The narrator learns a truth about horrifying 
violence long concealed from him but is unable to assimilate the information and process 
his own emotions.  Like the narrator whose habitual delusions have prevented him from 
being able to grasp what he has denied for so long, “the Irish world-view [was] distorted 
as a result of isolation and censorship” (Salmon 153).  As Wood argues:  
enervating effects of the censorship left an Irish public ill-prepared to confront the 
truth of Nazi genocide once the censorship was lifted on 11 May 1945.  A 
significant amount of public and press comment at the time still reads as quite 
shamefully ambivalent in its response to scenes and images which had deeply 
  
145!
shocked British newsreel cinema audiences and traumatized soldiers who had 
liberated death camps at Belsen. (97) 
 
The Irish were incapable of responding with empathetic understanding to this sudden 
revelation of wartime atrocities that had so long been kept hidden from them. 
 This postwar attitude comes through quite strongly in a statement by Northern 
Irish novelist Benedict Kiely, who had lived in Dublin since 1941.  After the end of the 
War when pictures and films of concentration camps finally emerged in Ireland, Kiely 
implored the public that they should, “Remember that we are still neutral, that the man 
who genuinely feels for the weary burden of humanity will always be neutral to horrors 
and stories of horror, for neutrality does not mean cowardly shrinking from the truth, but 
a genuine compassion for all suffering.  And for heaven’s sake, keep the children at 
home” (qtd. in Wills 410).  In contrast to what Kiely’s claims would predict, the narrator 
of The Third Policeman is more profoundly trapped and tortured “by the sincerity with 
which they [the policemen] commiserate with their victims on the inexorable approach of 
their doom” (Maslen 95).  Kiely’s idealization of neutrality resonates with the responses 
of the narrator and the policeman, but in some respects its tone echoes most directly the 
enthusiasm of Joe for Mathers’ régime, right down to the only half-suppressed desire not 
to face anything unpleasant.  
 Kiely’s central claim that individuals who genuinely empathize with others are 
neutral to stories of horror becomes laughable in the context of O’Brien’s narrator and 
policemen.  Their neutrality to stories of horror comes forth in a darkly comic but 
profoundly inhuman detachment that cannot be seen as genuine compassion, even if they 
do at times speak seemingly sympathetic words.  Instead of looking at the violent 
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devastation faced by others with humility, attitudes like Kiely’s grasp for a bizarre 
position of power.  Contrary to Kiely’s belief that the Irish have a greater ability to 
understand the suffering of their victims empathetically, O’Brien, as MacNeice would 
later, suggests the opposite: many Irish have little capacity to empathize with the victims 
of these violent acts.  O’Brien explores the dangers of attempting to deny violence, 
suggesting that attempts to suppress it may not create peace, but instead risk breeding 
inhuman detachment.  The Third Policeman represents its narrator continually reaching 
for power and failing to react to horrifying violence.  His behavior is a “cowardly 
shrinking from the truth,” the pathetic machinations of a man whose detachment from 
violence prevents him from empathizing with anyone.   
 At the end of the novel, the degree of punishment the narrator faces for his 
attitude is revealed more clearly.  Finding his own home to now be strange to him, the 
narrator turns away and then relates vaguely how “[m]y feet carried my nerveless body 
unbidden onwards for mile upon mile of rough cheerless road.  My mind was completely 
void.  I did not recall who I was, where I was or what my business was upon earth.  I was 
alone and desolate yet not concerned about myself at all.  The eyes in my head were open 
but they saw nothing because my brain was void” (197-8).  At last this strange blankness 
ends and “Suddenly I found myself noticing my existence and taking account of my 
surroundings” (198).  But the narrator’s restored senses lead him back to the same police 
barracks to begin the cycle of his travels there all over again, the only difference being 
that Divney accompanies him.  He is doomed to repeat the same bewildering set of 
experiences, but gain no advantage from his previous interactions.   
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 Although the mindlessness of the narrator followed by the beginning of another 
destructive cycle is more extreme than what the Irish public faced after the War, the 
consequences of their experiences are nevertheless also disturbingly lacking in volition 
and independent thought.  Ó Drisceoil bemoans “the adverse effect of ‘the thickened 
cobwebs of accumulated habitual suppression’ on the development of a critical analysis 
in the media and in the broader social and political sphere” (Censorship in Ireland 285).  
He argues further that, “[t]he information vacuum created by the censorship did help to 
create, to some extent at least, the ‘moral neutrality’ sought by the government, but in the 
process undermined the system of democratic decision-making, limiting people’s options 
and denying them the opportunity of making informed choices about their individual and 
collective situation” (301).  In its efforts to control a population that it feared might move 
from verbal disagreements to armed civil war, the Irish government arguably denied its 
people the very ability that the Irish had so long been fighting for – the freedom to make 
their own independent choices.   
 The novel offers little hope for readers due to the strong identification with the 
narrator, but despite this potentially despairing conclusion, readers gain a perspective that 
the narrator will never grasp – we find out the nature of the narrator’s existence or lack 
thereof.  We discover what the narrator cannot, that he is locked in an endless cycle of 
repetition that renders him powerless and ignorant of his condition, a cycle set in motion 
by his willingness to accept remorseless violence.  Because the narrator is dead, learning 
that truth cannot help him, but the novel suggests that the revelation does not come too 
late for us.  As McGuire argues:   
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it may be objected that the book’s meaning is that man is doomed to 
meaninglessness, that we are born to be deceived.  But that would be to remain 
inside the book, to deny its metatext.  O’Nolan, O’Brien, na gCopaleen insists that 
the way of proceeding in cycles, blindly, unknowingly is equivalent to death.  He 
does not say that this is inevitable for the living.  He builds his bridge, his 
metatext, to save the reader of The Third Policeman from being entirely absorbed, 
destroyed by the perfect machine of his making. (121) 
 
The Third Policeman uses language akin to the government’s vision, but it does so to 
stage it, to help us recognize it and judge it.  Unlike texts the Irish government carefully 
built through censorship, the novel’s dark humor also represents the exaggerated 
absurdity of the emotional climate the censorship created.  As does Between the Acts, 
O’Brien’s novel represents both performance and audience, revealing what individuals 
know and do not know, as well as how they come to the knowledge they have.  
   O’Brien’s work does not uncomplicatedly idealize full disclosure and encourage 
desire for knowledge, suggesting instead through its many complex negations that neither 
knowing nor not knowing consistently creates genuine compassion and empathetic 
understanding between human beings.  The Third Policeman reveals the disturbing extent 
to which the desire to possess knowledge oneself and to keep knowledge from others is 
irrevocably bound up with the desire for power.  As the narrator suggests in reference to 
Sergeant Pluck whom he initially believes he can trick, “I considered it desirable that he 
should know nothing about me but it was even better if he knew several things which 
were quite wrong” (57).  Even more disturbing is an incident Pluck relates to the narrator 
later in the novel, a strange tale in which a man sent up in a hot air balloon becomes a 
target because of the potential knowledge he possesses but refuses to reveal.  When the 
man refused to tell them what he experienced up in the clouds, the people “decided to get 
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out their shotguns the next day and break into the man’s house and give him a severe 
threatening and tie him up and heat pokers in the fire to make him tell what happened in 
the sky the time he was up inside it” (159).  Though the man mysteriously disappears and 
ultimately evades their torturous interrogation, the relentless need of the people to know 
rouses them to violence.  Pluck calls this mob mentality “a terrific indictment of 
democratic self-government, a beautiful commentary on Home Rule” (159), a comment 
that calls into question whether the Irish government might not have been right after all 
about the need to withhold knowledge and nurture an illusion to suppress the desire for 
knowledge. 
 It is impossible to know how the Irish public might have reacted to wartime 
atrocities had they not been kept from the emotional impact of them.  Any discussion of 
Irish detachment due to censorship and non-belligerency runs the risk of implying that 
being a belligerent is instead a privileged position of knowledge akin to what Kiely 
wanted to claim for neutrality.  The very existence of this desire to claim an elite capacity 
to understand human suffering suggests that a primary cause for destructive cycles of 
violence may ironically lie in the very type of impulses that are supposed to end these 
cycles.  The difference between attempting to understand in order to forge genuine 
reciprocal intimacy and trying to understand people and situations to gain domination 
over them seems surprisingly indistinct.  By creating a novel filled with characters that 
engage only in the latter, O’Brien emphasizes its great danger. 
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“THEY ARE ALL TOO RARE – VISIONS OF WHERE WE ARE”: LOOKING 
ACROSS THE IRISH SEA IN BOWEN’S WARTIME FICTION 
 
It must be that our consciousness, without ever realizing it, has been synthesizing multiple 
perceptions . . . from every possible angle, and has ended up creating this integral image . . . that 
your sight, at that moment, could never give you. -- Muriel Barbery, The Elegance of the 
Hedgehog 
 
Introduction 
 In contrast to Flann O’Brien, who criticized aspects of Irish culture but whose 
“Irishness” has never been contested, Elizabeth Bowen’s national affiliations have been 
debated in recent scholarship.  In his essay “Elizabeth Bowen Builds Her Irish 
Credentials,” Brendan Clifford argues that Bowen cultivated an interest in Ireland in her 
writing during the War only as “a deceptive façade” to facilitate her espionage within the 
country’s borders on behalf of Winston Churchill (40).  On the contrary, Bowen’s writing 
is not a distraction or subterfuge.  Her post-war novel The Heat of the Day (1948) and 
short stories “Summer Night” (1941) “Sunday Afternoon” (1946), and “The Happy 
Autumn Fields” (1946) present the possibility for vision quite unlike the type that 
espionage demands.  This vision differs from the calculated observation to serve 
authority in which spies are supposed to be engaged.  Bowen’s fiction reveals that 
English residents cannot clearly perceive the War’s effects on their lives when in 
England, but gain insight if they look at England through the lens of experiences (real or 
imagined) they have in Ireland.  
 Instead of using information gathered in Ireland to bring the Irish into the conflict 
and bolster a blinkered, jingoistic British wartime heroism, Bowen’s English residents 
who cross the Irish Sea discover limits in their perceptions of Ireland and their own roles 
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in the War.  O’Brien’s The Third Policeman suggests that detached perspectives do not 
enhance knowledge of others’ suffering, but Bowen’s fiction implies that temporary 
psychological distance can enable characters to understand their own trauma more 
directly.  Ireland functions as a catalyst for the self-reflection of Bowen’s English 
residents as Lucy and Miss La Trobe’s play do for Woolf’s characters in Between the 
Acts, though Bowen’s novel and short stories suggest that this fleeting knowledge will 
not help the characters immediately transform their wartime lives.  However, as readers 
watch Bowen’s characters find new vantage points that enable them to acknowledge but 
not resolve wartime trauma, we can see their successes and failures from inside and 
outside multiple boundaries of self and nation.  Bowen’s characters struggle to face the 
trauma of a vast global conflict’s local effects and to use their limited understanding of 
that trauma to transform the physical and psychological landscape in the midst of modern 
warfare.  By revealing the challenges of perceiving the trauma of War and ameliorating 
the conditions it creates, Bowen’s fiction helps readers recognize possibilities for 
avoiding the swift return to global conflict that the Second World War itself represented.   
 Bowen’s vision runs contrary to the growing public distance between England 
and Ireland during the Second World War and each nation’s attempts to use the other to 
fortify its position in the conflict.  The intense long-term connection between the two 
countries through British imperial occupation encouraged Ireland’s attempts to distance 
itself from England at the start of the Second World War.  But the English government 
and press also worked to draw contrasts between England’s wartime positions and Irish 
policies in order to rally support among citizens for the War.  Due to England’s status as 
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belligerent and Ireland’s status as neutral in the War, the countries’ antagonisms took 
sharp new focus.  England portrayed its role as a brave fight for freedom against fascism 
that would bring disparate parts of English society together against foreign invasion.  
These positive views of English policy emerge more readily when England’s belligerence 
is positioned against perceptions of Irish neutrality as immorally disengaged, stagnantly 
isolationist, emotionally indifferent, and cowardly.  Conversely, negative views of 
England’s belligerence as fueled by continued imperial ambitions and as emotionally 
traumatizing for its civilians accentuate positive perspectives of Irish neutrality.  Ireland’s 
position can be read as a necessary policy to protect its citizens, given the nation’s lack of 
resources for national defense, a moral declaration of small nations’ freedom to avoid 
imperialistic conflicts, and a refuge from modern warfare.  The dominant political 
rhetoric of each country worked to affirm the superiority of that nation’s position in the 
War. 
 Bowen’s fiction challenges views of Irish citizens as invulnerable and indifferent 
to the conflict and questions perceptions of English residents as knowledgeable and fully 
committed to the War effort.  By presenting the interactions of characters residing in both 
England and Ireland during the conflict, Bowen’s texts suggest to readers that common 
perceptions of each country are fictional visions shaped by individuals to fulfill their 
contradictory desires to both define and deny the War’s impacts on their lives.  The 
characters want to define a view of past, present, and future in connection to the War, but 
also desire to escape the War as they experience it in their country of residence.  Bowen’s 
characters move between these conflicting efforts to cope, occasionally transcending their 
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desires to escape long enough to grasp the War’s effects on their lives.  Despite their 
opposition, these desires cause Bowen’s characters to crave vantage points outside 
dominant perspectives that surround them in their country of residence. 
 The significance of these vantage points can be understood more clearly by 
examining a moment in “Summer Night” that has no overt link to the War.  Queenie, a 
central character in the story, gazes out the window of a room in a house she is inside for 
the first time, although she has often seen the structure’s exterior.  As she looks out into 
the gathering evening from this new vantage point, she imagines vividly what she cannot 
at that moment actually see – the outside of the house at twilight.  Commenting on 
Queenie’s vision, Bowen’s narrator reveals, “They are all too rare – visions of where we 
are” (591).  Queenie can only have a vision of the larger structure that contains her by 
combining two viewpoints from different places and times.  When they discover 
emotional connections in Ireland that allow them to use it as a vantage point, the English 
residents I analyze experience a similar visual, imaginative process that enables them to 
have visions of their wartime circumstances in England when they cannot physically see 
them.  The experience makes possible a temporary dual perspective whose influence 
diminishes as the characters return to England. 
  “They are all too rare – visions of where we are” emphasizes the first person 
plural pronoun.  Fresh understandings of the meanings behind we or the effects of saying 
we spark Bowen’s characters’ fleeting realizations of these dual visions.  Shifting 
understandings of the ability to say we also played a role in Bowen’s own life.  Although 
she could include herself “in a British ‘we’ in letters to Virginia Woolf” (Teekell 64), in 
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writings such as her March 1941 obituary for James Joyce in The New Statesman, Bowen 
participates in an Irish we or us.  One of the most intriguing instances of this involvement 
appears when she suggests that “the contradictions of Joyce’s nature ought not to perplex 
his own countrypeople: we have them all in ourselves” (243).  Bowen’s attention to 
contradictions hints at this very paradox of being able to say “we” in connection with 
multiple groups that have begun to separate.  In a single individual, the overlapping of 
these multiple we’s, which increasingly purport to be mutually exclusive, makes it 
challenging to achieve a clear vision of what each entails and what they might mean 
together.  Bowen’s use of “ourselves,” a term I explore in my discussions of Woolf and 
O’Brien, also reveals the difficulty of navigating multiplicities involving the first person 
singular and plural.  As it does in Woolf, “ourselves” suggests both a group of human 
beings and the malleability and multiplicity of each individual that can lead both to self-
deception and discovery.  Throughout the fiction I will explore in this chapter, characters 
invest in different provisional we’s that break down the polarizing us and them that 
England and Ireland each draw along nationalistic lines.  
 Although Bowen’s fiction questions these binary classifications, she represents 
the experiences of English and Irish residents differently concerning the adoption of 
alternative perspectives.  Quasi-escapist though it is, the exposure to Ireland of 
Londoners Henry, Stella, Roderick, and Mary makes them aware of how they denied the 
emotional toll of the War on their lives in London while they remained within English 
borders.  All four temporarily perceive more clearly the War’s effects on their pasts, 
presents, and futures when they combine perceptions of England with real or imagined 
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visits to Ireland.  Ireland’s importance to Bowen’s characters as a lens through which to 
perceive what they could not realize in England suggests that Ireland was pivotal to 
Bowen’s development as a writer and not merely an interest she feigned to disguise her 
role in British intelligence.  Even so, Bowen does not represent Irish residents gaining 
similar insights into their lives in Ireland by combining visions of their homeland with 
that of England.  Since Bowen was primarily a resident of England traveling to Ireland 
during the War, it is possible she had a deeper capacity to imagine this position. 
 However, the overall absence of Irish characters coming to realizations about 
Ireland through visions of England indicates an emerging process in Irish identity.  The 
national situations are not symmetrical.  Unlike English residents who still need Ireland 
to understand their experiences, Irish citizens become able to bypass England as a lens 
through which to view Ireland because the War severed the colonial relationship between 
the two countries.  In contrast to a character like Mary from “The Happy Autumn Fields” 
who cannot see London until she looks at it through a dream of colonialism in Ireland at 
its height, Donovan from The Heat of the Day can say we when he feels a residual 
investment in British interests because of a shared past, but does not need to mediate his 
vision of Ireland through England.  The Irish have the chance to reach for connections to 
the rest of the world that can still involve England if they choose, but as a means to a 
relationship they desire rather than as an unavoidable intermediary.  This process would 
take more than a decade after the War to develop and would not be a steady progression 
toward unqualified liberation.  The period of change was difficult for many Anglo-Irish 
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people and was not a development Bowen entirely welcomed, but her investment in 
exploring its complexities emerges vividly in her fiction. 
 Through her exposure to the contrasting positions of the two countries in this era 
of increasing separation between them, Bowen makes hauntingly visible perspectives on 
the War that the official views in both Ireland and England left unseen.  Unlike the type 
of observation involved in espionage that demands a well-defined I and them, Bowen 
represents modes of vision in which observers realize their sight to be limited, but 
capable of expansion when they accept their membership in a previously 
unacknowledged we.  The potential collectives that characters recognize help them feel 
instability in the us-them polarities that constituted their identities as residents of England 
during the Second World War.   
 When contrasts between them and Irish residents are undermined by their 
interactions in Ireland, English residents reexamine their wartime experiences in England, 
realizing that they were previously unable to grasp the impact of the War on their lives.  
As I argue in the first section of this chapter, in “Sunday Afternoon,” contact with Maria, 
a young Irish woman who longs to know about life in wartime London, allows Henry to 
finally see his city for the “zone of death” it is and mourn what he has lost in the Blitz.  In 
the second, third, and fourth sections, I explore how Irish residents enable mother and son 
Stella and Roderick in The Heat of the Day to face the wartime fears they have refused to 
confront – for Stella, the possibility that her lover has betrayed England to the Germans, 
and for Roderick, the possibility that he will lose his life fighting for the Allies.  In “The 
Happy Autumn Fields,” which I explore in the chapter’s penultimate section, Mary’s 
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dream about a passionate Irish community allows her to notice the lack of emotional 
communal engagement in her fellow Londoners, a loss to which the struggle to survive in 
the Blitz-riven landscape blinded her.  Significantly, Mary’s dream involves visions not 
of an Ireland contemporary to her, but a Victorian Irish setting.  Living in Ireland during 
the War, Justin from “Summer Night,” whose story I also treat in the next-to-last section 
of the chapter, recognizes emotional disengagement surprisingly similar to that which 
Mary observes.  He tries to convince himself that he understands how the War’s 
destruction can bring about creative renewal in order to mask the pain he feels about his 
current disconnection from the places he loved in continental Europe, sites now in danger 
of being destroyed.  
 Like Justin, many of the residents of Ireland Bowen portrays desire more direct 
involvement in the War than their country’s neutrality provides.  Their perspectives on 
the War are diverse, and England does not act as a catalyst for their understandings of the 
War or either nation.  For example, Francis from The Heat of the Day and Mrs. Vesey 
from “Sunday Afternoon,” both owners of Anglo-Irish estates, respond to the conflict in 
ways that differ from one another and from the English stereotypes of detached Irish 
citizens.  Francis’s influence enables Stella and Roderick to develop clearer perspectives 
of the War, but even though his travel to England to aid the War effort shows his 
emotional investment in the conflict, Bowen reveals Francis’s perception of the War to be 
exceedingly limited.  Because Francis had felt “[b]ound to Mount Morris by passion and 
duty, he had waited two and a half years for Eire to reverse her decision: hopes of 
German invasion had for part of that time sustained him – he had dug tank-traps in the 
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Mount Morris avenues – but as these hopes petered out he resolved to act” (74).  
Although devotion to one’s estate is not a passion Bowen would satirize given her 
attachment to her family’s seat Bowen Court, Francis’s hopes that Ireland would be 
invaded and tank-trap digging puncture the grandeur of his sacrifice.  Francis’s 
preparations ignore the more likely and deadly scenario of air raids.  Hoping to aid the 
War effort, Francis travels to England, but his assistance is not wanted by his English 
contacts, a fact he never learns due to his sudden death (75).  In contrast to Francis, Mrs. 
Vesey demonstrates no desire to participate directly in the War and has an intuitive sense 
that the visions each nation creates about the other are fictions.  She does not need to 
travel to England to grasp how unreal the lives of Irish citizens seem to English residents 
and how surreal the lives of residents from both nations have become.  Few individuals in 
either country can perceive the unreality as she does, though her friend Henry catches a 
glimpse of what she sees when he visits her estate. 
 
Henry, Maria, and Mrs. Vesey: We and Contradistinction 
 In “Sunday Afternoon,” Henry returns to his native Ireland for a visit during the 
Blitz after having lived for years in London.  Although Bowen portrays the reluctance of 
many of his old Anglo-Irish friends to hear about the War, suggesting a knowledgeable 
England and an Ireland resistant to knowledge, the interactions between Henry and 
Maria, a younger Irish citizen, complicate this view.  Though she could remain in Ireland, 
Maria longs to escape her country and move to London.  Henry at first feels the contrast 
between his life in London and the lives of his older Anglo-Irish friends and sees the 
nation of his birth as an escape from the War.  Yet even if he feels a vague need to escape 
  
159!
from London, his direct exposure to the bombings does not mean he has clear access to 
these traumatizing events.  His return to Ireland allows him to look at London from a 
vantage point where he can perceive what that life does to him and others who live it.  
Henry achieves this view when he realizes that despite the separation between himself 
and his friends, he still feels as though he is a part of their we.  Reconnecting to his past 
temporarily makes it possible for Henry to see his present and the dangers modern 
warfare poses to the future.  The character interactions in the story reveal that first person 
direct exposure does not enable individuals to process their experiences of the War in 
England or Ireland; combining dual vantage points can make a fleeting but significant 
awareness possible.  
 The first scene appears to emphasize contrasts between Henry and his Anglo-Irish 
friends, suggesting that he has knowledge of the War from his firsthand experience but 
that they do not know what is going on and do not want to learn about the conflict.  His 
mother’s old friend Mrs. Vesey quickly enjoins him, “‘What are your experiences? – 
Please tell us.  But nothing dreadful – we are already feeling a little sad’” (616).  This 
immediate statement seems consistent with views of an Irish public that wants to avoid 
news of the War and thus would relish the national censorship.  After a few moments 
with his old friends, Henry feels quite different from them and from the person he used to 
be.  When presented to the group “[h]e could feel with a shock, as he sat down, how 
insensibly he had deserted, these last years, the aesthetic of living he had got from them” 
(616).  Henry’s realization that he has “insensibly” abandoned the life he once shared 
with his Anglo-Irish friends suggests that this process has taken place unconsciously, 
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partially as a result of wartime violence.  Acclimating to London during the Blitz has not 
involved purposeful renunciation of his former views in favor of becoming an English 
citizen invested in the War effort.  Although at first to Henry the Anglo-Irish characters 
awaiting him have “an air of being secluded behind glass” (616), after moments with 
them “the sensations of wartime, that locked his inside being, began as surely to be 
dispelled -- in the influence of this eternalized Sunday afternoon” (616-617).  Through 
Henry’s responses, Bowen suggests that although he perceives his Irish friends as cut off 
from the world, his contact with the War in London has caused him to become cut off 
from himself. 
 Henry denies his detachment when he reveals that he lost all his possessions 
because his flat was bombed, but he responds to this predicament not with stoical, heroic 
investment in the War, but self-protective, self-deluding indifference.  When his old 
friends are stunned, he does not seem upset.  In order to justify his lack of response, 
Henry insists that the loss of everything in an air raid, “happens to many people” (619).  
His friend Ria counters, “‘But not to everyone, . . . I should see no reason, for instance, 
why it should happen to me’” (619).  Although Henry envisions a far-reaching we and 
Ria pointedly attempts to shrink its scope and directly deny her membership in it, both 
individuals operate with the same general purpose: to diminish the importance of the 
bombing.  Despite his seemingly different experiences, Henry, like his older friends, 
resists admitting the severity of the bombs’ impact. 
 Bowen reveals Henry’s denial and its similarity to his older friends’ views even 
more starkly when he responds to Maria’s question with an answer that another character 
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can easily incorporate into his own reluctance to learn about modern warfare.  Eager for 
information, Maria initiates the following exchange: 
‘Is it so frightening?’ Maria said.  
“‘The bombing?’ said Henry.  ‘Yes.  But as it does not connect with the rest of 
life, it is difficult, you know, to know what one feels.  One’s feelings seem to 
have no language for anything so preposterous.  As for thoughts – ’ (617). 
 
Henry’s attempt to separate the bombing from his other experiences demonstrates a 
precarious detachment easily allied to Ronald Cuffe’s escapist perspective, an affinity 
that foreshadows Henry’s realization that he remains attached to the views of his friends.  
Cuffe prefaces his comment with the assertion that “Henry is probably right” (618) and 
declares, “‘this — this outrage is not important. There is no place for it in human 
experience; it apparently cannot make a place of its own. It will have no literature’” 
(618).  Cuffe attempts to define a view of past, present, and future in relation to his 
wartime life in Ireland.  Denying that modern warfare is human experience allows him to 
believe he can be invulnerable to its effects.  Cuffe’s attitude resembles negative English 
caricatures of an Irish view, but its similarity to Henry’s feelings undermines the use of 
this supposed Irish perspective as a contrast.  If even a survivor of the Blitz sees the 
bombing as cut off from life, black and white divisions between individuals based on 
firsthand wartime experience become far less reliable.  Henry’s depiction of the 
bombings as preposterous suggests they are contrary to reason, a claim Cuffe makes more 
overtly. 
 An echo of the word preposterous elsewhere in Bowen’s writing more clearly 
suggests that the War’s violence is also unknowable to Londoners.  In addition to putting 
the word “preposterous” in Henry’s mouth, Bowen uses it in her Preface to her major 
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wartime short fiction collection The Demon Lover and Other Stories (1945).  In both 
texts, the word’s two opposite prefixes reveal the need to locate the series of experiences 
temporally, and the difficulty of doing so.  Of the Blitz Bowen observes, “[w]hat was 
happening was out of all proportion to our faculties for knowing, thinking and checking 
up.  The circumstances under which ordinary British people lived were preposterous” 
(96).  Unable to process the bombings, Henry and other Londoners cannot have visions of 
where they are.  Although the direct experience many English people are having with the 
War would seem to stand in stark contrast to censored, indirect Irish experience, Bowen 
calls the bombardment of the city “out of proportion,” unable to be fit into Londoners’ 
experiences.  She uses a metaphor of spatial containment to suggest the impossibility of 
thinking about the War, as Woolf does in her diary when she portrays the War as being 
capable of fitting in no one else’s brain but Hitler’s.  As I discuss in the first chapter, 
Woolf wrestles with the dark ambiguity of a conflict that has not completely come into 
being; Bowen’s fiction reveals that England entering the War did not make it fully 
materialize.  Londoners try to place their preposterous experiences by envisioning 
contrasts between their situations and what the Irish face.  Seeing the Irish as indifferent 
and ignorant can help Londoners to convince themselves that they are invested and 
knowledgeable even if their own experiences are beyond their comprehension.  
 Since some of his friends do conform to stereotypes of Irish indifference about the 
War, Henry can maintain a façade of knowledge as he speaks to them without saying 
much about his experiences.  Under Maria’s questioning, this illusion breaks down.  The 
Irish residents initially appear to be the source of Henry’s reticence, but even in the face 
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of Maria, an Irish interlocutor who wants to know, he cannot respond.  Maria’s reactions 
to Henry’s reserve reveal the nature of her desire for knowledge:  
‘At that rate,’ said Maria, with a touch of contempt, ‘your thoughts would not be 
interesting.’ 
‘Maria,’ said somebody, ‘that is no way to persuade Henry to talk.’ 
‘About what is important,’ announced Maria, ‘it seems that no one can tell one 
anything.  There is really nothing, till one knows it oneself.’ (617-618) 
 
Maria rejects further testimony from Henry, asserting that experience mediated through 
another person’s telling is not experience at all.  Seeing Henry’s struggle to discuss the 
bombings as a failure of communication, she does not realize that he cannot impart what 
he has witnessed because he has failed to process his own experiences.  Maria predicates 
her desire to journey to London on a confidence that human beings can have visions of 
where we are.  Henry’s struggles and her experiences reveal the difficulty of achieving 
this mode of sight. 
 Maria believes she can perceive and dismiss her life in Ireland.  She does not 
admit to herself how her elders shape her view, even though she notices how she serves 
them.  When she first tells Henry she plans to run away, she adds, “‘They will have to 
make up something without me’” (621).  Their dependence on her can be seen most 
vividly when Maria’s 
gesture upset some tea on the lace cloth, and she idly rubbed it up with her 
handkerchief.  The tug her rubbing gave to the cloth shook a petal from a Chinese 
peony in the centre bowl on to a plate of cucumber sandwiches.  This little bit of 
destruction was watched by the older people with fascination, with a kind of 
appeasement, as though it were a guarantee against something worse. (619-620) 
 
Maria’s slightly disruptive influence helps the others to delude themselves about their 
own safety because they see her destruction as containable.  Bowen’s use of the word 
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“appeasement” has quite significant associations with war, not only because the word 
derives from French for “peace,” but more specifically as the term for Chamberlain’s 
failed foreign policy that aimed to stave off war by compromising with Hitler.  Similar 
impulses to allow a controlled amount of violence in hopes of preventing uncontrollable 
destruction lie behind this national policy and the behavior of the Anglo-Irish characters.  
This connection emphasizes something the English try not to think about – that they were 
in a similar position to the Irish a few years before.   
 Affinities between residents of the two countries become even clearer by reading 
the behavior of both Maria and the older group that surrounds her alongside the actions of 
Woolf’s Giles Oliver.  As I argue in the first chapter, Giles half-consciously hopes that 
making his Aunt Lucy the locus of his fears will render his vague terror of the impending 
War more concrete and conquerable.  The older Anglo-Irish characters focus on Maria 
because unlike the bombings, what she destroys is small in scope.  Despite her resistance 
to identifying with them, they can still see her as one of their own and not something 
beyond their circle, just as Giles still sees Lucy as family despite their contrasting 
worldviews.  A comparison to Giles also helps to reveal the reciprocity of the relationship 
between Maria and the older characters that Henry emphasizes.  Although none of her 
acts are as violent as Giles’ stomping on the snake, Maria’s lust for action, any action, 
and her resentment toward her elders for their seeming indifference to the present crisis 
resembles Giles’ behavior.  The similarities between Giles and Maria reveal the same 
coping process at work – a blind desire for action that desperately pushes against 
protective feigned indifference.  Now in the throes of requisite patriotism, English 
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residents focus on seeming Irish indifference to avoid remembering their recent 
indifference to the War. 
 As Giles rebukes Aunt Lucy’s inability to act in order to distract himself from his 
own, Maria complains about the delusion of the older Anglo-Irish characters to avoid 
admitting to herself that she suffers from similar limitations.  Henry tries to make Maria 
realize that she depends as much on her elders as they do on her, declaring, “Your whole 
existence has been in contradistinction” (622).  Maria’s image of herself in relation to the 
War depends on this contradistinction.  Henry warns her “‘when you come away from 
here . . . You will no longer be Maria . . . Those looks, those things that are said to you -- 
they make you . . . You are you only inside their spell” (622).  Maria disdainfully divides 
herself from the others whom she believes are trapped in self-deluding visions of the past 
because she thinks that disbelieving those visions will help her to escape them.  Henry 
calls her Miranda as he prepares to leave.  She corrects him, but he repeats “Miranda’” 
(622).  Henry’s yoking of Maria to Prospero’s daughter from Shakespeare’s The Tempest 
emphasizes her status as something made up.  More specifically, the link between Maria 
and Miranda suggests Henry’s view that, like Shakespeare’s character, Maria has grown 
up insulated from the outer world.  As Miranda serves her father’s designs by falling in 
love with Ferdinand, Maria is embedded in the spell of her elders even as she believes 
she rebels.  Despite their confidence in the new worlds they will enter, both characters 
would likely face uncertain futures and difficult adjustments were their stories to continue 
in the brave new worlds they imagine. 
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 When Henry realizes that the vision Maria has of herself comes through fantasies 
that depend on the past she claims to reject, he sees he has not turned away from his past 
way of life as he initially believed.  Upon meeting Maria, Henry quickly notices “the 
ruthlessness of her disregard for the past, even the past of a few minutes ago” (619).  But 
as he tries to help her realize, the past that surrounds her inspires Maria’s desire to live in 
the moment.  She does not at first realize that Henry shares the older characters’ 
reverence for the past, because he does not admit it to himself at the outset.  She is 
surprised when he explains, “‘I still want the past.’”  His confession causes him to fall in 
her estimation, as she declares, “‘Then how weak you are . . . At tea I admired you.  The 
past – things done over and over again with more trouble than they were ever worth?’” 
(621).  She does not see that the visions of an enduring past she hopes to escape 
engendered her desire for an endless present.  Once he grasps Maria’s refusal to see value 
in the past and her blindness to how her elders’ views shape her, Henry feels a sustaining 
life force in the past that runs counter to his existence in London during the Blitz. 
 Although Henry believed he lived a life in London that was different from the 
modes of living his friends taught him, when Maria assumes that the two of them are 
more like each other than like the others, Henry realizes that he remains part of their we.  
Looking back at the Anglo-Irish big house, Maria asserts that the older Anglo-Irish 
cannot grasp her desires and berates their worldview, rejoining, “‘You want them to 
understand.’”  Maria’s emphasis on her elders as “them,” a separate group who lacks 
understanding, assumes Henry’s assent.  But through its implied contrast between the 
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older generation and the two of them, Maria’s remark finally pushes Henry to admit to 
himself how the visit to Ireland has affected him: 
He protested against the return to the zone of death, and perhaps never ever seeing 
all this again.  The cruciform lilac flowers, in all their purples, and the colourless 
mountains behind Mrs. Vesey’s face besought him.  The moment he had been 
dreading, returning desire, flooded him in this tunnel of avenue, with motors 
swishing along the road outside and Maria standing staring at him.  . . . He 
thought, with nothing left but our brute courage, we shall be nothing but brutes. 
(621) 
 
Henry’s mortality becomes most salient to him through the realistic possibility that he 
may never encounter these familiar sights of Ireland again.  He has suppressed his desires 
and blinded himself to the dangers that surrounded him in London to convince himself 
that he accepts his losses.  But at this moment as he prepares to leave Maria, Henry sees 
as Queenie does, combining two places and times in order to envision what his eyes 
cannot at that moment physically see in a way he has never before seen it.  Henry all at 
once apprehends what the stress of the Blitz threatens to do to human beings, but the 
“tunnel of avenue” in which he comes to this realization not only suggests his past tunnel 
vision, but also foreshadows the re-narrowing of his perception.  Although the use of 
“this” suggests that the narrow quality of the avenue and of his vision is not just a quality 
the narrator observes but something Henry himself realizes, it seems that once he leaves 
this point in time and space he will cease to possess this awareness. 
 Through his visit to Ireland, Henry reaches back to the past and briefly creates a 
vantage point from which he can understand his present in London and the future that this 
present threatens to create.  Maria feels that the past is irrelevant and restrictive, longing 
instead for a future in London that she believes will be an endless present where her 
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capacity to live only in the moment will be ideal.  Returning to Ireland leads Henry to 
want to escape the place for which Maria yearns, but although he protests against 
returning to “the zone of death,” when she flags down his bus “Henry got on to it and was 
quickly carried away” (622).  The emphasis on the swiftness of Henry’s departure 
suggests the feelings he experienced in Ireland will not prevent him from returning to 
England, and will dissolve upon his return to London.  To present Henry remaining in 
Ireland or returning to England determined to transform the day-to-day lives of 
Londoners would suggest that the psychological trauma of his split life in London was far 
less dangerous.  Henry’s turn back toward England reaffirms the intensity of the wall he 
has built up between the overwhelming death and destruction in London and the daily 
tasks of his life.  That Henry can have such a passionate vision yet then fall quickly back 
into detached resignation stresses the terrifying power of the War to dominate the lives of 
civilians.   
 Despite the fleeting nature of Henry’s vision, he does realize the danger of 
permanently losing the type of vision he has just experienced.  Henry recognizes that 
humanity needs individuals who can still see in this way, a capacity he attributes to Mrs. 
Vesey, owner of the Anglo-Irish estate he visits.  When he arrives, she intuits his 
impression of his Irish friends as cut off from the world, “with eyes that penetrated his 
point of view” (617).  Mrs. Vesey’s vision even moves beyond her ability to see through 
Henry’s eyes.  Henry tries to help Maria realize the importance of her aunt’s vision, 
maintaining, “‘You may think you want an ordinary fate – but there is no ordinary fate.  
And that extraordinariness in the fate of each of us is only recognized by your aunt.  I 
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admit that her view of life is too much for me . . . But where shall we be when nobody 
has a view of life?’” (622).  In contrast to Henry’s claim early in the story that the loss of 
his possessions does not matter because that type of loss “happens to many people” 
(619), Mrs. Vesey sees the events of each individual’s life as unique and remarkable.  It 
is “too much” for Henry that she can maintain this view in the face of weapons that 
instantly incinerate countless people, because in London he must fear deadly devices that 
challenge her beliefs through indiscriminate mass murder. 
 The core of Mrs. Vesey’s visual capacity involves perceiving one’s own 
fictitiousness in the eyes of others.  Seeing from Henry’s point of view, Mrs. Vesey tells 
him,  “‘These days, our lives seem unreal’” (617).  Her statement works in multiple ways 
depending on how we analyze the first person plural possessive, though all reveal her 
awareness of how she and her compatriots are perceived by people residing in England.  
Her “our” may solely refer to herself and other residents of Ireland in contrast to Henry 
and other English residents, but it also may encompass residents of Ireland and England.  
When read as implying people living in both countries, Mrs. Vesey’s “our” emphasizes 
the nations’ perceptions of one another as reinforcing fantasies in two opposite ways.  
Some individuals residing in each country, such as Ronald Cuffe and Henry in the 
beginning of the story, attempt to make life in the other country seem unreal to escape 
their fears about the unreality of life in their country of residence.  Other characters like 
Maria, and Londoner Mary from “The Happy Autumn Fields,” whom I discuss later in 
the chapter, convince themselves that their fantasies about the other country are real in 
order to dismiss their undesirable lives in their country of residence as unreal.  Although 
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characters imagine these contrasts to deny unwelcome perceptions of their country of 
residence, when they become aware that they are engaging in these processes, the 
oppositions enable them to have visions of where they are that would not be possible 
without juxtaposing the two nations.  
  
Illuminating Stella’s Escapism 
 As it does for Henry in “Sunday Afternoon,” traveling to Ireland enables 
Londoner Stella Rodney from The Heat of the Day to transcend the limited vision she 
experiences while she remains enmeshed in London’s Blitz-bound world.  Also like 
Henry, Stella believes that Ireland remains outside of the War and can offer her an escape 
from the conflict.  The general trauma of living under the Blitz notwithstanding, Stella 
has more personal reasons for being eager to escape.  Leading up to her trip, she has been 
secretly grappling with an English spy’s claim that her lover Robert Kelway is passing 
information to Nazi Germany.  Stella’s reluctance to confront her lover strongly 
contributes to her desire to see Ireland as an escape from the War.  By presenting the 
personal reasons behind Stella’s view of Ireland as outside the War and showing her 
belief to be inaccurate, Bowen reveals how the Blitz’s psychological climate causes 
English residents to ignore evidence that contradicts their perceptions of Ireland in order 
to appease escapist desires.   
 Bowen reveals most vividly Stella’s desire to use Ireland to escape the War in a 
scene that cannily reverses a common visual contrast the English used to portray Irish 
citizens as unsympathetic to England’s bombardment by air raids.  In her essay “Eire,” 
Bowen describes this misleading vision of wartime Ireland that English citizens imagine, 
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and how “[t]he British popular press does not allow such pictures to lapse: the blaze of 
Dublin city lights (almost Broadway, after the darkness here) suggests an unfeeling 
ostentation” (30).  The English read the contrast between London, which observes the 
blackout due to air raids, and Dublin, which does not, as signifying Irish indifference to 
English wartime suffering.  But as my reading of Stella will show, Ireland’s light can also 
illuminate the ignorance and indifference of English residents.  
 In Ireland, Stella stays at the estate of Francis, a deceased cousin of her ex-
husband who has bequeathed the property to her son Roderick and left the house and 
grounds under the care of the Donovan family.  Stella’s responses to light in Ireland 
illuminate her ulterior motives for believing that the country is outside of the war.  After 
Mary Donovan lights candles for her, Stella “observed that the candles were not virgin: 
both had been burned already . . . This surprised and puzzled her  . . . Stella had assumed 
there to be no shortages of any kind in Eire” (185).  Stella’s assumption is not 
disinterested – she wants to believe in Ireland as an escape from the War.  When she 
arrives “[t]he exciting sensation of being outside war had concentrated itself round those 
fearless lights – though actually, yesterday night as her ship drew in, the most strong 
impression had been of prodigality . . . dazzling reflections in damp streets made Dublin 
seem to be in the throes of a carnival” (185).  Because of the pleasure Stella takes in these 
illusions, having to ask herself if the estate might not have the bountiful resources she 
envisioned “became a setback, a small but deep shock” (185).  Depicting Stella’s 
question as a setback emphasizes the volition behind her belief in Ireland’s immunity to 
the War.  Although the status of the estate’s candles is a small issue in the greater scheme 
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of her life, it stirs doubts that deeply affect her.  On the surface Stella’s shock seems an 
overreaction to the possibility that Ireland may be affected by the War, but it is a 
displacement of the shock caused by day-to-day life in London.  Like Henry, Stella does 
not want to admit that the dangers of the bombings are part of her life, but her denial is 
more complex than his because she and Robert Kelway have created their passionate 
relationship from the substance of this violence. 
 To suppress both layers of shock, Stella denies that the potential paucity of 
candles could be due to wartime rationing in Ireland.  She asks herself, “Could the house 
be short, the Donovans rationed – or had they simply neglected to lay in stores?  She 
must ask, tonight – or perhaps tomorrow.  The inquiry, with its just possible hint of a 
fault found, should be put off, or at least ideally timed” (185).  Stella pretends that she 
waits to spare the family’s feelings because it is likely that the shortages are due to their 
mistakes, but her anxiety about asking them comes from her fear that the answer will 
confirm the situation she wants to deny.  A similar anxiety has prevented her from 
confronting her lover about the allegations of his espionage.   
 Although Stella does not fixate on her inaccurate vision of Ireland with intentional 
malice, her illusions have consequences for the Irish family who serves her that reverse 
stereotypes of Irish blindness to English wartime suffering.  Bowen’s narrator reveals, “In 
the end she never remembered to ask the question – what she had not cared to suspect 
was in fact true.  Up here in her bedroom, down there in the library, she was burning up 
light supplies for months ahead.  Well on into the winter after Stella’s departure the 
Donovan family went to bed in the dark” (185).  This reversal not only suggests the lack 
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of knowledge many English residents like Stella have of the Irish situation, but also 
implies that many are guilty of willful ignorance. After overloading her starved eyes with 
the seeming “carnival” of Dublin lights, Stella consumes the Donovans’ candles in hopes 
of keeping herself blinded to the family’s needs.  She uses her impression of 
“prodigality” as she sails into Ireland as an excuse to engage in wasteful extravagance.  
Stella’s unwillingness to ask the Irish family about the used candles suggests that the 
English do not necessarily resent Irish ignorance and indifference.  English residents may 
envision these qualities where they do not exist because they want to use Ireland to 
reassure themselves of their choice to enter the War and to persuade themselves that there 
are limits to the reach of the conflict. 
 Bowen further challenges English views of England as invested and 
knowledgeable and Ireland as indifferent and ignorant in an intense scene in which 
Irishman Donovan sees all and Stella struggles to hear, see, and understand what he 
reveals.  Antithetical to Stella’s feelings, Donovan’s desires and visions reveal an Irish 
citizen eager to gain knowledge about the War and passionately invested in the 
information he receives.  The background for this scene is a real and significant campaign 
in the War, a fact that infuses Donovan’s knowledge with even more surprising authority.  
Stella travels to Ireland in November 1942 at a time when General Montgomery was 
winning a pivotal victory in Egypt (Jordan 162).  Standing out in the woods of the estate, 
suddenly Stella “heard or imagined she heard a call from the house behind her  . . . above 
she at once saw Donovan standing on the parapet up there, making gestures, unhearably 
shouting into the air between him and her.  She sent back a gesture of not hearing . . . he 
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steadied himself again on the parapet before shaping both hands into a megaphone” 
(197).  Stella attempts to dismiss Donovan’s call as a figment of her imagination, finally 
sees him, but still struggles to hear him.  Bowen’s word choice of parapet, a term that can 
refer to a protective wall on top of a trench, foreshadows Donovan’s feelings of being in 
the heart of the action.  The loss of his words in the “air between” the characters 
emphasizes the challenge of direct communication about the War between residents of 
the two countries, even when they temporarily share space.  The fault for the struggle to 
exchange ideas lies with the English resident, a state of affairs that again calls into 
question English claims of Irish detachment. 
 Even once Stella draws closer and does hear Donovan’s words, she continues to 
be confused and stupefied: 
‘. . . Egypt!’ 
‘Wait, I—’ 
‘Montgomery’s through!’ 
‘Montgomery?’ 
‘A terrible victory!’ 
Sun blinded her from above the roof of the house as she stumbled up the slope, 
pulling at grass tufts, stopping to shade her eyes.  She panted: ‘A victory in a 
day?’ 
‘It’s the war turning.’ (198) 
 
The striking punctuation pattern in the conversation inverts the expected roles which 
English propaganda would dictate – the Irish interlocutor speaks in excited certainties 
that confuse his seemingly out of touch English companion.  Stella initially continues to 
have difficulty hearing Donovan, but once she can make out all his words she is blinded.  
In contrast to the view of Irish citizens as unable to perceive or understand the War, 
Bowen presents a Londoner incapable of following an Irishman’s information about a 
  
175!
battle.  The desires for escape stirred in Stella by the lights of Dublin suggest that her 
slow understanding of Donovan’s news is not purely a product of a physical inability to 
hear and see Donovan – again light helps her to avoid seeing what she does not wish to 
perceive. 
 That Stella’s confusion comes from her preconceived vision of Ireland becomes 
even clearer when with amazement she questions Donovan further.  She asks him, “‘How 
did you hear?’” to which he replies, “‘It’s all about the country’” (198).  Expecting 
Ireland to be a place where information about the War does not circulate, Stella cannot 
believe what she finally hears.  She is then brought up to where he stands, as “Donovan 
reached out to her; their handclasp settled into a grip then a pull upward from him.  He 
had got her alongside him on the coping the better to transfix her with impatient 
prophetic eyes” (198).  Rather than being passive, the Irishman pulls the Londoner up 
into the new vantage point he has created for himself.  After emphasizing Stella’s 
blindness, Bowen stresses the potent vision and power of Donovan’s eyes that can see 
into the future and in the present mesmerize Stella.  Far from indifferent, his eyes are 
impatient, restless for action, and anxious to keep Stella up-to-date on the conflict she 
hoped and believed she could evade in Ireland.   
 Donovan’s passionate emotional investment in the War leads him to close the 
seeming distance between Ireland and the conflict, both by vividly imagining the battle 
and taking a personal stake in Montgomery’s leadership.  Even after he pulls Stella up to 
where he and his daughter stand, he continues to occupy the position of power in the 
scene as 
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[s]tanding to attention between Stella and Hannah he was a rocky profile, 
gnawing at the distance with his eyes, seeing an Egyptian rolling apocalyptic 
battle at the end of the valley.  His lips moved silently till he declared aloud: ‘We 
bred a very fast general.  Didn’t I say to you he’d be a fast general?  Hasn’t he got 
them on the run?’ 
Stella began to feel giddy on the parapet.  She said: ‘But all at once?’ 
Donovan turned and said: ‘He has broken through.’ (198). 
 
Even though Donovan’s vision is not an actual image of the action, his desire and 
capacity to picture the fight stand in sharp contrast to the perception of Irish citizens as 
apathetic to the struggle.  With pride, he claims Montgomery as one of their own due to 
the general’s Anglo-Irish roots.  Through this relationship he establishes between himself 
and the general, Donovan asserts the presence of the Irish in the past, present, and future 
that the War is shaping, but his use of we includes Stella despite her English residency.  
Unlike Donovan who in spite of his nation’s official neutrality assumes their shared place 
in a we that is facing this conflict, Stella desires so strongly to see Irish residents as 
having different wartime experiences from her own that she cannot process what he says 
and fathom her inclusion in the we Donovan attempts to create.  
 Upon her return to England, Stella develops a provisional capacity to include 
herself in Donovan’s we when faced with her lover’s sister Ernestine’s more callous 
perspective of Irish wartime life.  In a conversation Stella has with her immediately upon 
her return to England, Ernestine asks, “And how was the Emerald Isle?  Beef steak?  
Plenty of eggs and bacon?” (203).  Ernestine’s caustic remark is particularly disturbing 
given the historical context of the Great Famine.  In her wartime essay “Eire” Bowen 
reveals ulterior motives behind the types of reports that would aid Ernestine’s fantasies of 
Irish plenty during the Second World War, pointing out that, “hams, steaks and butter are 
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given luscious prominence by journalists who, on flying visits to Dublin, failed to obtain 
the desired interviews” (30).  Bowen implies that journalists report abundant food in 
Ireland because of petty resentments.  Ernestine’s attitude suggests that this personal 
bitterness disguised as nationalist criticism of Irish policy ends up breeding further 
ignorance.  Stella does not respond to Ernestine’s questions about food, but when 
Ernestine remarks, “Over there, I suppose, no one realised a war was on?” Stella 
counters, “On the contrary, we thought there had been a victory” (203).  Ernestine 
implies that the Irish are oblivious because they do not care about the War; Stella 
suggests Donovan’s optimism about Montgomery’s victory comes from limited 
information.  Although what both women say can be interpreted as looking down on the 
Irish for lack of knowledge, the first person plural pronoun reveals a difference in their 
visions.  Like Maria’s statement, “‘You want them to understand,’” Ernestine’s comment 
assumes that speaker and listener form a we separate from the them being invoked.  
Bowen even uses italics in both instances to capture the similar dismissive intonation 
used.  Like Henry’s response to Maria, Stella’s rejoinder calls into question the we and 
them proposed to her.  Stella’s we reminds readers that she was dependent on Donovan as 
a source of information and cannot be separated from the ignorant Irish Ernestine 
envisions.   
 Although in the context of the War Ernestine would never predicate we of herself 
and Donovan (or any other Irish citizen), Bowen links their attitudes toward Montgomery 
in order to question Ernestine’s viewpoint and make it possible for readers to unite these 
two characters who never meet one another.  In response to the automobile her brother 
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has rented to pick up Stella from Euston Station upon her return from Ireland, Ernestine 
laments, “I can’t say I think a car of this size necessary – for all we know, just this extra 
amount of petrol might have made all the difference to Montgomery; though of course 
it’s too late to think of that if you have really taken it for the evening” (204).  Although 
Ernestine’s views about how Irish citizens behave would not allow for the existence of a 
man like Donovan, both Englishwoman and Irishman demonstrate a personal investment 
in the same prominent wartime figure.  Rather than a division between an English 
resident in touch with the War and an Irish resident divided from the conflict, Ernestine 
and Donovan both imagine a connection to Montgomery.  Neither Ernestine nor Donovan 
can have direct effects on the General’s battlefield success in Egypt, but in the face of 
this vast War, both need to pretend that they have some influence on these events.   
 
Ireland as a New Vantage Point for Stella 
 Although Stella’s actions in Ireland derive from her desire for the country to be 
different from London during the Blitz, she behaves similarly in Ireland and England.  In 
her landmark study Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the Page, Maud Ellmann 
argues that, “watching the watched watch the watchers-- Stella has no choice but to 
become a spy herself” (154).  In both countries, Stella combines elements of denial with 
espionage, even though she does not go to Ireland on behalf of the English Ministry of 
Information.  She observes with precision and stealth, pulling back from direct questions 
about her doubts because she fears receiving an answer she does not desire.  In England 
that answer has to do with evidence of her lover being a German spy, in Ireland with 
signs that the country is not the escape from the War she hoped.  Ellmann’s description 
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quite aptly describes Stella’s situation before and during her visit to Ireland; but upon her 
return to England, Stella breaks out of the trap of being a spy.  The absolute contrasts 
Stella perceives between England and Ireland are misguided, but realizing the difference 
between how she has been conducting her life and the way Francis planned for the future 
of his estate enables Stella to see the narrowness of her spylike mode of observation and 
to talk about the accusations with her lover.   
 A major reason for Stella’s reluctance to confront Robert before her trip to Ireland 
involves the milieu in which their relationship began and continued to flourish.  Bowen 
suggests that, “[i]t was a characteristic of that life in the moment and for the moment’s 
sake that one knew people well without knowing much about them: vacuum as to future 
was offset by vacuum as to past; life-stories were shed as so much superfluous weight” 
(103).  As a way of denying the shock of the Blitz’s voiding of the future, Londoners 
jettison their pasts, attempting to achieve a degree of equilibrium through a focus on the 
present.  Despite the elements of illusion in Stella’s perception of Ireland as an escape 
from wartime conditions, Ireland reawakens her need to define the War’s bewildering 
present in relation to both the past and the future. 
 Stella’s renewed desire to define past, present, and future despite the unending 
present of the Blitz reveals itself through her responses to the preparations for the future 
Francis made before his journey to England his and his subsequent death.  Stella notices 
that Francis left countless note cards posted all around the house with instructions about 
what to do in various situations involving the estate and its neighbors.  In contrast to 
stereotypes about Anglo-Irish landowners lost in the romance of an idealized past, Stella 
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concludes of Francis, “[s]o much for the past: he had thought ahead” (181).  Seeing 
Francis’s planning in the note cards, she cannot help “regretting she had not any such 
clear directions as to her own life--which, at this moment more distant than London, 
would not be less problematic when returned to” (182).  Observing the contrast between 
what Francis’s system intends to do and how she is dealing with her life, Stella realizes 
she has not been facing the suspicion, instilled in her by English spy Harrison, that her 
lover is passing information to the Germans.  Thoughts of Francis, impossible to avoid 
while staying at his estate, led Stella to think directly about Harrison because he claimed 
to have visited the old Anglo-Irishman.    
 Because he is Robert’s accuser, memories of Harrison lead Stella to recall her 
recent behavior toward her lover.  Ireland provides a vantage point from which she can 
look back on her interactions with Robert and become conscious of her behavior and the 
reasons behind it.  For a moment Stella believes that “[s]he had asked Robert nothing 
about himself” but then realizes that asking her lover about Harrison was an indirect way 
of asking Robert about himself (191).  She then comes to see that type of question as 
“[d]iversion not answer; not end, only beginning – the beginning of her watch on 
Robert’s doors and windows, her dogging of the step of his thoughts, her search for the 
interstices of his mind” (191).  Stella admits to herself that rather than addressing her 
doubts about her lover, her actions have allowed her to pretend she was acting prudently.  
The depiction of her mindreading as a search for “interstices,” a word that means a small 
space, but derives from a Latin verb meaning to stand between, hints at the place in 
Ireland where she manages to stand as she thinks about her lover.  It also illuminates the 
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paradoxical complexity at the heart of the relationship between Stella and Robert: the 
War has created the passion between them, but the threat of his espionage threatens to 
come between them.  Stella directly calls the watching she has done “[h]er espionage” 
and further thinks, “but, apparently, better that.  Better that than what?  Than the saying 
of ‘I am told you are selling our country: are you?’  She should by now, Robert might 
well reply, be able to judge for herself whether that might be possible” (191).  The 
dialogue structure of Stella’s thoughts reveals that she is drawing closer to being able to 
talk with Robert.  Ultimately, she makes the situation even more real for herself by 
imagining a reply he might give. 
 This clearer perspective on her own behavior that Ireland provides gives Stella the 
volition to act immediately upon her return to England.  On her trip back to London, her 
intention to confront Robert becomes even more defined, as: “[t]he fatigue of the long 
day’s journey had, while it numbed her body into a trance, reduced her mind to one single 
thought: she was fixed on what she meant to say.  Her hope that Robert would come to 
meet her had become the hope that she might speak soon” (201).  Before her journey, 
Stella delayed this conversation, but as she returns she feels overwhelmingly ready to 
admit what she has hidden from her lover.  Watching the crowd in the station she even 
feels that “everybody was hurling themselves on London as though they, too, must act 
upon some inhuman resolution before it died down” (201).  Stella’s perceptions of others 
give a sense of her own feelings, revealing her nervous conviction that if she does not 
confront Robert immediately she will lose the will to do so.  Her anxiety suggests that, 
like the different perspective on life in London that Henry’s visit to Ireland provides him, 
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the effect Ireland has on Stella will be temporary.  When she has the chance to be alone 
with Robert, she tells him, “I had seemed to myself to be coming back with such a clear 
mind, and you have no idea how I need one’” (209).  The opportunity Ireland provides 
for her to see how she has been watching her lover gives her the courage to broach with 
Robert his potential disloyalty, an act her day-to-day life in London did not motivate her 
to perform. 
 Daily life in the Blitz, however, was the genesis of the relationship between Stella 
and Robert.  She leads up to her questioning of him by asserting their relationship’s 
dependence on the War:  
we are friends of circumstance – war, this isolation, this atmosphere in which 
everything goes on and nothing’s said . . .  outside us neither of us when we are 
together ever seems to look.  How much of the ‘you’ or ‘me’ is, even, outside of 
the ‘us’? The smallest, tritest thing I could be told about you by any outside 
person would sound preposterous to me if I did not know it. (210) 
 
As Henry did, Stella comes to understand the emotional contours of her life in London 
during the Blitz by realizing the impact of an insular first person plural pronoun after she 
has traveled to Ireland.  The description of their relationship she provides enacts 
syntactically the processes she relates as she utters “us” twice, “we” once, and delays the 
act of looking until the end of the sentence.  Traveling to Ireland makes it possible for 
Stella to see that a place outside the “us” she and Robert created does exist.  Even though 
the opposition is mainly her own illusion, Stella needs that contrast between London and 
Ireland to see that the “us” has limits.  Her relationship with Robert only seemed to be all 
because they refused to look beyond it when together. 
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 Stella also echoes Henry through her use of the term “preposterous,” but in this 
context the word emphasizes the difference between the strategies she and Henry use to 
cope with life in the London Blitz.  For Henry, the bombings were preposterous, 
impossible to express emotionally, and disconnected from the rest of his life.  Although 
she deals with the same environment as Henry, Stella instead creates the substance of her 
emotional life out of the very atmosphere of destruction and inexpressibility that Henry 
tries to dismiss.  Because she has created a relationship out of the Blitz, it is not the 
conditions of the Blitz that are preposterous to her, but instead anything she perceives as 
outside them, like Harrison’s accusation.  Although Henry and Stella’s coping strategies 
are opposite extremes, Stella’s journey to Ireland, like Henry’s, allows her to see what 
she has been dismissing as preposterous because it gives her a lens through which to 
perceive how she has been dividing past and future from the deadly present of the Blitz.  
Robert initially denies betraying England (212), but it turns out he is guilty of what Stella 
has accused him; he ultimately dies not long after when trying to escape from Stella’s flat 
by way of the roof to avoid Harrison. 
 The overwhelming atmosphere of death when Stella returns home from Ireland to 
confront him foreshadows Robert’s death, and this ambience of death she perceives when 
she arrives back in England also resembles Henry’s vision of London as a zone of death.  
Before Henry and Stella journeyed to Ireland they were unaware of the death all around 
them because their perception had been deadened.  When Stella’s train arrives at Euston 
Station, she sees the disembarking of herself and her fellow passengers as the “[a]rrival 
of shades in Hades, the new dead scanned dubiously by the older” (201).  As one newly 
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dead, Stella has some volition, but also a sense that her resolve cannot last long.  When 
she tries to draw her hand across her forehead after she has questioned Robert about his 
loyalty, she feels as if her fingers “had blundered upon some unknown dead face in the 
dark” (215).  After just a little time back in London, Stella has already begun to lose her 
awareness of herself as one of the dead which she could see when she understood herself 
as a shade of Hades.  She still feels the deadness of the face that is hers, but can no longer 
acknowledge the visage she touches as her own.  The survival mechanism of self-
deception about the death that surrounds her has started to return. 
 Although Stella quickly becomes less aware of the deception and death that 
overwhelm London, contact with her causes even Ernestine to briefly grasp what Stella 
has seen.  For no apparent reason, after they fetch Stella at the station, the siblings discuss 
lying.  Abruptly, Ernestine wants to stop talking about it while Robert claims Ernestine 
initiated the subject, which she denies.  Stella interjects, “‘I don’t think anyone did . . . It 
was plus fort que nous; it was in the air’” (208).  She attempts to describe the mysterious 
current of deception and death in London that was invisible to her before her journey to 
Ireland and remains difficult to perceive.  Stella cannot see the force’s specific form, but 
she can discern its power.  The “us” she voices denotes herself, Robert, and Ernestine in 
that moment, but further expands to include all who live or die under the Blitz and 
contracts to refer solely to Stella and Robert, to an “us” forged in the emotional climate 
of the War but also destroyed by its conditions.  Ernestine responds to Stella’s claims, 
“Possibly you, Stella, brought it back from Ireland on you, like a cold or ‘flu? . . . Oh, all 
right, then, perhaps not.  In that case you must mean this is a haunted car’” (208).  
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Ernestine’s metaphor reaffirms her negative attitude toward Ireland, yet also suggests an 
intuitive sense of what has been happening.  Although she knows little about Stella’s 
experiences, Ernestine correctly guesses that Ireland has had an influence on Stella that 
will be transmitted to individuals she meets in London.  As Ernestine vaguely 
comprehends, Stella returns to England aware she has deceived her lover because of her 
fear he has deceived her; she comes back determined to talk directly to Robert. 
 Stella’s confrontation of her lover arguably paves the way for Robert’s death,28 
but this terrible consequence does not suggest she should have remained in denial and 
never asked him about the accusations.  To continue their relation and keep concealing 
her suspicions would have been untenable.  The fact that confronting him sets in motion a 
chain of events that lead to his death emphasizes the profound toll of the War on human 
relationships.  A happy ending for Stella and Robert would have made Stella’s choice in 
hindsight seem unnecessarily difficult and would have made the War purely the origin of 
their relationship rather than both its genesis and termination.  Revealing the wartime 
London environment as both creator and destroyer of Stella and Robert’s relationship 
makes it more difficult for readers to romanticize the War as a temporary upheaval that 
made possible a new life-affirming stability.  Stella and Robert could not have remained 
close had she not confronted him; sharing the truth temporarily intensifies their 
connection, but quickly severs their interdependence through death.    !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 Immediately after Stella reveals to Robert that he is being watched by British 
intelligence, that knowledge effects a change in Robert’s behavior that allows the English 
spy Harrison to know that Stella has revealed this information to Robert.  Harrison 
informs Stella of what he knows and that they will likely now have to arrest Robert.  
Stella tells Robert when he comes to visit her; as a result, he attempts to leave her flat by 
the roof to avoid Harrison and falls to his death. 
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 Robert hopes that he may remain in Stella’s life as visions that will haunt her 
because he does not want to believe that the War will end their relationship.  His death 
associates him with espionage and haunting, two modes of existence on the margins of 
visibility and invisibility.  After he admits to Stella he is a spy, Robert tells her, “You’ll 
have to re-read me backwards, figure me out--you will have years to do that in, if you 
want to.  You will be the one who will have to see: things may go in a way which may 
show I was not wrong” (304).  His claim that Stella “will be the one who will have to 
see” on one level refers to the future of the War he will never see and the degree to which 
his views of humanity will be confirmed by the outcomes of the conflict.  Yet Robert’s 
phrasing suggests his desire to be a haunting presence that continues to shape Stella’s 
sight.  Her lover’s ghostly influence may force Stella to see for him, to fall back into a 
spy’s emotionally disconnected vision, and to lose the change in her vision that traveling 
to Ireland made possible. 
 
Roderick’s Denial of Death 
 After Robert’s death, when Stella tells her son Roderick that her lover was a 
traitor, Roderick’s reaction stands in sharp contrast to Robert’s view that she will be able 
to “re-read” him.  Struggling to find the right words to respond to what Stella has 
revealed to him, Roderick suggests, “‘But then, Robert’s dying of what he did will not 
always be there, won’t last like a book or picture: by the time one is able to understand it 
will be gone, it just won’t be there to be judged’” (337).  Roderick grapples with the 
rarity of visions of where we are, implying that all temporal relations to an event prevent 
human beings from completely perceiving that event.  The gradual nature of 
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understanding causes memory to deteriorate to the point that we cannot judge what we 
have experienced.  In this moment, Roderick does not appear to have faith in the type of 
vision Queenie, Henry, and his mother experience.   
 Like the outlooks of his mother and Henry, Roderick’s view is shaped by 
carefully crafted denial.  Henry forces himself to ignore the pain of what he has lost and 
the death around him, Stella stops herself from questioning her lover’s loyalty, and 
Roderick, a soldier, tries to suppress the possibility of his death in the War.  Comments 
Roderick makes to his mother during their conversation about Robert’s death reveal his 
denial.  He laments his inability to say something to comfort her, suggesting, “‘I shall be 
no good for about another fifty years – because all I can do now is try and work this out, 
which could easily take my lifetime’” (337).  Roderick suggests that he grasps the 
enormity of Robert’s death, but assumes he will have a long life to figure out what to say.  
His assumption of his own lengthy lifespan reveals part of why he does not understand 
Robert and the War that took his mother’s lover’s life.  Until he journeys to Ireland, 
Roderick does not admit to himself that he might die, but before he makes his voyage he 
acts in several ways that suggest subconscious knowledge of the threat.  Chief among 
these is his impulse to identify with Francis, his deceased distant cousin who has left him 
an Anglo-Irish estate.  Francis represents death both because he is dead and because he 
passes on to the young Englishman the dying Anglo-Irish way of life.  Deep down, his 
link to Francis is ironically forged in the very threat of death Roderick tries to hide from 
himself, yet Roderick plots his life according to Francis’ specifications because he desires 
escape from the War by means of fantasies.  Despite the escapist function Ireland serves 
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for him, Roderick’s journey to the house also becomes a vehicle for self-realization, as it 
does for Stella.   
 In his conversation with his mother, Roderick suggests the impossibility of 
knowing Robert’s death partly because he unconsciously fears that thinking too much 
about it will force him to consider that the War might kill him.  Despite this resistance, 
Roderick does show some desire to discern the meaning of Robert’s death, yet the nature 
of this impulse also becomes a mode through which Roderick can hide his own potential 
death from himself.  After acknowledging the difficulty of making Robert’s death mean 
something, Roderick suggests that to do so he must be all-seeing.  He tells Stella, “‘I wish 
I were God,’” (337) and “‘Mother, today I would say anything to comfort you; I do wish 
I had enough experience—if I could even only see the thing as a whole, like God!’” 
(337).  After sensing the limits of human perception, Roderick reaches for an alternate 
state in which he can see everything at one glance.  He does not mention it directly, but 
another aspect of becoming like God lurks significantly behind the words he speaks – to 
be God would not only mean unlimited vision, but also unlimited life.  Roderick does not 
directly acknowledge this benefit because to do so would risk admitting his fears of 
death.  Ultimately, Roderick will not be endowed with the full vision of God, but like 
Henry and his mother, he will experience a vision of where he is upon traveling to 
Ireland.  This conflict in Roderick between a need to find clearly defined meaning and a 
desire to remain uncertain by using Ireland as a mode of escape plagues him as it does 
Stella. 
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 Like his mother, Roderick initially attempts to use fantasies about Ireland in order 
to escape his life in England.  He gives Francis the power to influence him; he is 
desperate for the future the Anglo-Irishman’s bequeathal seems to offer because of his 
stifled fears of death.  Visions of a life on the Irish estate play a central role in the English 
soldier’s efforts to find psychological escape from the War.  Because he sees Mount 
Morris as “geographically standing outside the war” it also seems “to stand outside the 
present” and becomes “the hub of his imaginary life, of fancies, fantasies only so to be 
called because circumstance outlawed them from reality” (52).  The “circumstances” that 
keep him from the estate are his duties to the English army, the responsibilities that are 
supposed to form the substance of his present existence. 
 Despite their ultimately similar experiences of denial and discovery, Roderick and 
his mother conflict over Roderick’s obsession with the meaning of a sentence in Francis’s 
will.  In this document, Francis states that he left Mount Morris to Roderick “in the hope 
that he may care in his own way to carry on the old tradition” (77).  The meaning of this 
line preoccupies Roderick.  He asks Stella, “Did he mean, care in my own way, or, carry 
on the old tradition in my own way?”  When she suggests that, “it would come to the 
same thing,” he counters, “I’m not asking what it would come to; I want to know what he 
meant” (95).  Stella attempts to induce him to think about what he wants, yet Roderick 
continues to stress, “‘But I want to know which he meant” (95).  She tries to convince her 
son to think about the future -- what his actions will “come to,” but Roderick shows a 
fascination for the past.  He wants to develop the attitude toward tradition his benefactor 
desires.  His impulses stand in almost perfect opposition to those of Maria in terms of 
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time, where each is, and where each wants to be, but their very opposition creates a 
surprising affinity between these two characters.  Unlike Maria, who scorns the world of 
her ancestors, Roderick longs to be guided by the view of an Anglo-Irish estate.  Both 
ignore their day-to-day existences and the potential influence of their home countries, 
fantasizing about permanent moves that will transform their lives.  As Maria envisions 
London to be inside the War and thus outside of the powerful influence of the past she 
finds stifling in Ireland, Roderick perceives the house as outside the War and thus beyond 
the threat of death.  
 Francis’s estate seems like an escape from the death war could cause, but 
although Stella discourages her son from bending to a dead man’s influence, Roderick 
doggedly identifies with him.  In a conversation with Stella before either of them travels 
to Ireland, he longs for the dead man to direct his life and trusts Francis’s faith in himself:  
 ‘What we must make out is, what Cousin Francis meant.  That might make all the 
difference to what I do.’ 
‘One must not be too much influenced by a dead person!  After all, one can only 
live how one can; one generally finds there is only one way one can live – and 
that often must mean disappointing the dead.  They had no idea how it would be 
for us.  If they still had to live, who knows that they might not have disappointed 
themselves?’ 
‘Is there any reason to think Cousin Francis did so?’ 
‘He seems to have seemed, to most people, a disappointed man.’ 
‘Cousin Nettie went off her chump; Ireland refused to fight.  But that’s not the 
same as to say he let himself down’ (96). 
 
Stella suggests that the dead cannot advise living people about their future because it 
would be impossible for the dead to understand “how it would be for us.”  She affirms a 
boundary between “them” the dead, and the living “us” in which she includes herself and 
her son.  Even before going to Mount Morris, Roderick does not feel this separation from 
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Francis that Stella claims.  Roderick affirms sympathy with Francis as Henry does with 
his older Anglo-Irish friends and Stella does with Donovan in the face of Ernestine.  
Roderick’s ability to include himself in a we with Francis darkly hints at his 
unacknowledged fear of death. 
 Bowen represents Roderick’s conflict between denial and identification with 
death through the young man’s responses to Francis’ note cards.  The note cards Francis 
left attract Roderick’s attention, as they did his mother’s before him.  He reads one above 
the fireplace that refers to a Lady C and asks who she is.  When Donovan tells him, “That 
used to be Lady Condie,” Roderick responds, “‘What, dead now, is she? – In that case . . . 
we shan’t be getting any more messages from her.’  He plucked from the picture that 
particular card, tore it across and dropped it into the fire’” (349).  In this moment, 
Roderick not only appears to callously discard Francis’s influence, he also rejects the 
hold of the dead by declaring that Lady Condie’s death has rendered advice about her 
worthless.  For the same reason that he tries to dismiss the possibility that Robert’s death 
could be understood, Roderick resists the input of the Lady Condie card once Donovan 
tells him she has died.  The words of a dead man about a dead woman threaten to remind 
Roderick of the deadly danger he must face.   
 Despite this threat, Roderick continues to focus on the note cards and 
demonstrates behavior more akin to his mother’s conduct in relation to Francis and 
Donovan.  As he did with Stella, Donovan tries to engage his guest in conversation about 
the War, “‘Wasn’t it funny, sir, them taking Montgomery from the Eighth Army?’” 
Donovan remains focused on the changing war, but like his mother, Roderick does not 
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immediately respond; in fact, he never answers Donovan’s question, because he “was 
back to reading the cards” (349).  The information he receives from Francis shapes his 
next query to Donovan as though he did not hear what the caretaker asked him.  In 
contrast to Lady Condie’s card, this second card captivates Roderick because it serves as 
a distraction from Donovan’s talk of the War.  Though it is the words of a dead man, it 
does not remind Roderick as vividly of his potential death as does a reference to the 
conflict in which he must play a role.   
 When Roderick wonders if he can walk the estate grounds late in the day, 
Donovan brings up the War again to reassure the young man that he can see in the dark.  
The old caretaker insists, “‘from all I hear you should have come out of a wary training.  
They’d want you to be precise for a war of this kind’” (350).  Donovan assumes that 
Roderick’s training makes him suited to a treasonous environment, but as readers know, 
Roderick was not even able to detect that his own mother’s lover was spying for the 
Germans.  The vision of a spy is not the type of perception Roderick needs.  The young 
Englishman’s response to Donovan’s vote of confidence on the surface suggests extreme 
self-assurance, “‘Oh, I shall know where I am once I get going’” (350), but takes on 
additional meaning linked to the dual vision I have been analyzing.  In his interaction 
with his mother about Robert’s death, Roderick suggested the difficulties of perceiving 
the meaning of an event when it has recently occurred and after time has passed.  Before 
walking on the estate, however, Roderick does not apply this insight to his own life.  His 
assertion suggests that he can comprehend his own present as he moves away from it, in 
contrast to his belief that it would be impossible to judge Robert’s death.  Although 
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Roderick is not consciously aware of it, another connotation of his claim foreshadows the 
ultimate feelings of self-negation he will experience.  Roderick only comes to know 
where his “I” exists as his sense of self begins to leave him. 
 Traveling to Ireland and walking the grounds of the estate he inherited finally 
causes Roderick to admit that he may die in the War.  After he walks in the dark   
[h]e was left possessed, oppressed and in awe.  He heard the pulse in his temple 
beating into his pillow; he was followed by the sound of his own footsteps over 
his own land.  The consummation woke in him, for the first time, the concept and 
fearful idea of death, his.  Ahead were his five days more here; ahead again was 
the possibility of his not coming back.  He had not till tonight envisaged not 
coming back from the war. (352) 
 
As Stella’s day-to-day existence in London did not allow her to fully grasp her own 
actions, Roderick’s life as he trains prevented him from understanding that the War might 
take his life.  As it did for his mother, thinking about how Francis intertwined past and 
future allows Roderick to notice their absence in his life before he visits Ireland.  Similar 
to most Londoners as Bowen portrays them, he had accepted the past and future as voids 
without grasping the consequences of this acceptance.  
 When he simultaneously envisions two places where he must stand, Roderick 
realizes the struggle at the heart of existence and has a vision of where he is.  He wrestles 
with his awareness of the complexity of his own position, feeling that, “It was a matter of 
continuing – but what, what? . . . Meanwhile, the Fortress of Europe was waiting to be 
stormed . . . everything, everything, everything had to turn on that – everything but the 
February nocturnal existence of this place, which would know other Februaries.  Should 
Roderick not come back . . .” (353).  Through her use of free indirect discourse in the 
passage, Bowen gives readers a sensation akin to that of her character, as we 
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simultaneously envision Roderick from both the outside and the inside.  When Roderick 
pairs visions of the two missions in life he has been given, he sees the nature of each role 
as he did not before this experience.  
 Roderick’s changed temporal vision resembles the transformation of Henry’s 
sight.  As Henry does, Roderick sees the prospect of death to which he was blind in 
England because he realizes that he may never return to Ireland.  The two men share a 
similar vision of where they are by combining a suddenly felt link to the past with 
anxieties about the future.  Although Roderick does not have childhood memories of the 
estate in question as Henry does of Mrs. Vesey’s property, he was conceived there during 
his parents’ honeymoon.  His return to this place restores to him a sense of the past, 
enabling him to worry about the future and apprehend the danger of the present.  Visiting 
Mount Morris for the first time gives the young soldier a glimpse of what an abiding 
attachment to place feels like.  It is when he feels this attachment – when he has 
something to return to -- that he can grasp the possibility of dying in the War.  Yet he 
realizes that surviving combat and returning to the estate will cause an erasure of self not 
entirely dissimilar to death.  When Roderick at last sees the possibility of his death, he 
experiences the sensation of being possessed by Francis’ spirit.  This moment parallels 
Henry’s realization that he is still part of his older friends’ we, yet becomes even more 
intense.  For Roderick, saying “we” with Francis threatens to become a negation of his I. 
 Bowen foreshadows Roderick’s self-negation before he travels to Ireland, but 
although being at the estate allows him to concede Francis’s influence, this recognition 
does not diminish the power of the old man and his world over Roderick.  The young 
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man claims at the end of his conversation with Stella that “I’ve really made up my mind” 
(96), suggesting he himself decided to live at Mount Morris.  Roderick tells Francis’ wife 
and cousin, Nettie “‘what I have decided is, to live at Mount Morris,’” but Nettie asserts 
the older man’s insidious influence, replying “‘Oh, but my cousin decided that for you’” 
(239).  In attempting the impossible task of deciphering the details of what a dead man 
wished, Roderick loses track of his own desires, initially without even realizing it.  After 
he arrives in Ireland, however, he admits, “By a written will one made subject some other 
person – but he saw that what worked most on the world, on him, were the 
unapprehendable inner wills of the dead” (353).  Even though Roderick acknowledges 
the power of Francis over him in a way he did not before traveling to Ireland, his loss of 
self becomes even more complete after he explores the estate, for “[t]he place had 
concentrated upon Roderick its being: this was the hour of the never-before – gone were 
virgin dreams with anything they had had of himself in them” (352).  Roderick discovers 
that the spirit of Francis entails more than an individual.  It involves the collective ghostly 
energy of Anglo-Irish tradition and its power to negate individuals. 
 The spectral nature of this domain appears to give it supernatural strength, but 
ultimately suggests the diminishing of its influence in the living world.  Bowen 
emphasizes this decline through Roderick’s realization that “as things were, there would 
be nobody but his mother to be his heir, either: he felt this with chagrin both for himself 
and her – between them, they should have come to something further than this” (353).  
The young English soldier had never thought before of his present as a position between 
an august past and uncertain future.  The idea puts great pressure on him.  Against the 
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expectations placed on his shoulders,“[h]e began to mutiny – which took the form of 
striking match after match till he had succeeded in relighting the little lamp.  That done, 
he was once more inside four walls: drawing down in the bed he immediately fell asleep” 
(353).  The dark room seems infinite, unfathomable, and uncontrollable because it 
reminds Roderick of the night outside.  Like his mother, the young soldier wastes light as 
a form of denial.  He needs the light to reveal the walls around him.  Ensconced clearly 
inside these walls, he can again convince himself that Francis has granted him a defined 
future in which he can play a viable role.  He can deny the signs that despite its seeming 
eternity, the way of life Francis passes on to him is dying, and re-conceal from himself 
that this fate might not even be his because the War will claim his life.  By portraying 
Roderick’s petrified recognition of his own fragile mortality and his retreat from that 
realization, the novel enables readers to feel the horror of his situation more deeply than 
if the threat had remained unrecognized or had been less fleetingly realized by the young 
man.  We see the intensity of Roderick’s fear as he experiences it and through his 
incapacity to face it for long.  
 
Justin and Mary: Temporal Escapism and We Devoid of Relation 
 Although Londoner Mary from “The Happy Autumn Fields” and Irishman Justin 
from “Summer Nights” do not travel beyond their countries of residence during the 
action of their stories, both grapple with desires akin to those of Henry, Maria, Stella, and 
Roderick.  Like Donovan, Mary and Justin attempt to escape day-to-day life where they 
live through visions that shape past, present, and future in relation to the War.  Bowen 
represents both characters striving to look beyond their milieu to combine visions of what 
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they look out toward with visions of where they are.  Her English character tries to ignore 
the present while dreaming of an idealized past; her Irish character hopes for an idealized 
future rising from present destruction.  Like the other characters I have explored, Mary 
and Justin reverse the expected roles or positions their nations’ governments would 
idealize.  Each focuses on vivid visions of where they want to be due to contrary 
impulses – they desire clearer vision, perhaps even vision as powerful as the sight of God 
Roderick thinks about, yet also want to avoid experiencing a vision of where they are.  
Despite the escapist aspects of their desires, what Mary and Justin imagine gives them a 
vision of where we are, as each defines a new we.  However, the dry conceptions of we 
that each articulates reaffirm their emotional disconnections.  As is the case for 
disconnected, haunted Roderick, these processes trap Mary and Justin in self-negation.  
 Mary’s dream visions of a distant past help blind her to the image of her flat, 
which has sustained severe damage in an air raid.  An Irish landscape distracts her from 
the deadly world of the War, though it eventually becomes a mode through which she 
compares her emotional reality in London to a reconstructed past.  Like Roderick, who 
feels possessed by the landscape of Mount Morris mediated through Francis’ desires, 
Mary experiences a link to an estate in Ireland through the eyes of Sarah, a long-dead 
Anglo-Irish Victorian woman.29  In contrast to Roderick’s walk through darkness into a 
dying way of life, Mary’s dream takes place at the height of Anglo-Irish power when all 
the aspirations of estate families seem to be laid out clearly before them. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 The story can be interpreted as a supernatural tale of time travel, but I read the voyage 
to Ireland as a dream or hallucination experienced by Mary. 
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 The desire for a clear vision motivates Mary’s yearnings to see an idealized past 
through Sarah’s eyes.  Inspired partly by old photographs and letters disinterred by the 
blast, this dream endows Mary with vision she does not possess in her London life.  
Bowen shows how 
[i]t was Sarah who saw the others ahead on the blond stubble, who knew them, 
knew what they were to each other, knew their names and knew her own . . . The 
field and all these outlying fields as Sarah knew were Papa’s.  The harvest had 
been good and was now in: he was satisfied . . . It was Sarah who located the 
thoughts of Constance, knew what a twisting prisoner was Arthur’s hand, felt to 
the depths of Emily’s pique at Cousin Theodore’s inattention, rejoiced with Digby 
and Lucius at the imaginary fall of so many rooks  . . . Most she knew that she 
swam with love at the nearness of Henrietta’s young and alert face and eyes 
which shone with the sky and queried the afternoon. (671-672)   
 
Sarah knows her environment and the people who inhabit it.  She perceives all that is 
going on before her eyes, and demonstrates a profound empathy that enables her to know 
and understand the feelings and thoughts of her family.  Sarah’s past, present, and future 
seem as smoothly laid out as these fields, and her connections to her family members – 
particularly her sister Henrietta – appear to be strong and deep.  Ultimately, the text 
questions the idealization of Sarah’s life, not only through signs that Mary’s reality is 
leaking into her escapist dream like a painful “scientific ray” that penetrates Sarah (675), 
but also through information about the real people who inspired Mary’s dream.  In these 
fields that seemed so controllable, a young friend of Sarah’s family, possibly her suitor 
Eugene, was suddenly thrown from his horse and killed, an event that years later 
continued to trouble Sarah’s brother Fitzgeorge (684).  Through this and other subtle 
cues, the story questions Mary’s belief in this place and time as a site of clear vision.  
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 Desperate to escape her own place and time, Mary idealizes the era of her dream; 
a glimpse of her half-destroyed flat explains the strength of her desire to leave it.  When 
the Londoner finds herself back in her bombed out flat she feels confused and trapped.  
She tries to convince herself she is still in Sarah’s world, but the arrival of her lover 
Travis makes that impossible.  He tells her, “In your normal senses you’d never attempt 
to stay here . . . one more bang anywhere near, which may happen at any moment, could 
bring the rest of this down.  You keep telling me that you have things to see to – but do 
you know what chaos the rooms are in . . . it was almost frightening, when I looked in 
just now, to see the way you were sleeping – you’ve shut up shop” (676).  Unlike Sarah’s 
world – a visible landscape under human control that provides great bounty – Mary faces 
dangerously unpredictable terrain in London that has ceased to nurture.  Focusing on her 
dream, she tries to avoid seeing the disorder around her.  Travis concludes, “‘As for you, 
you don’t know what is happening.’ Mary responds, “‘I did,’  . . . locking her fingers 
before her eyes’” (677).  Attempting to block her view of her damaged flat and Travis, 
Mary yearns to return to her dream because she idealizes the view through Sarah’s eyes.  
She tries to see her real life as the illusion.  As she looks about her flat, “[t]he unreality of 
this room and of Travis’s presence preyed on her as figments of dreams that one knows to 
be dreams can do.  This environment’s being in a semi-ruin struck her less than its being 
some sort of device or trap; and she rejoiced, if anything, in its decrepitude” (677).  Mary 
tries to see her ruined flat as a ruse designed to distract her to convince herself she is not 
traumatized.!!Since the flat has lost its structural integrity, Mary finds it less difficult to 
invest herself emotionally in her dream alone.  !
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 Justin also invests himself in fantasies of superior vision designed to mask his 
actual situation in relation to the War.  Although he usually travels elsewhere in Europe 
for his holiday, he has remained in his native Ireland due to the conflict.  In order to 
convince himself that the War endows him with new and powerful vision, Justin must 
suppress his fear that he has no control and no profound, intimate knowledge of the 
violence.  In contrast to Mary who tries to escape being directly affected by the War’s 
destruction, Justin tries to deny that he is not playing a direct role.  He does not want “to 
face the screen of his own mind, on which the distortion of every one of his images, the 
war-broken towers of Europe, constantly stood.  The immolation of what had been his 
own intensely had been made, he could only feel, without any choice of his. In the heart 
of the neutral Irishman indirect suffering pulled like a crooked knife” (588).  Lassner 
argues that Bowen presents Justin’s resistance to facing these images “as a hysterical 
symptom of not wanting to take any responsibility for what is happening around him” 
(103), but his blindness is not about wishing he could evade responsibility.  Justin turns 
away from these images because there is no way he can be responsible.  He desperately 
wants to pretend that the places are being sacrificed for a greater good that he can 
understand, and perhaps has even chosen.  He pulls the crooked knife of his indirect 
suffering to create pain that will allow him to believe he has a more direct stake in the 
destruction of Europe than his location suggests.  
 Justin denies his separation from the immediate experience of wartime destruction 
by pretending that it can reveal to him unseen aspects of the modern human condition.  
He tries to fashion himself as a seer, an intellectualized version of the prophetic role 
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Donovan embraces.  Justin declares, “this war’s an awful illumination; it’s destroyed our 
dark; we have to see where we are.  Immobilized, God help us, and each one so far apart 
that we can’t even try to signal each other” (590).  Justin’s metaphor of illumination 
becomes dubious for two reasons.  With London during the Blitz, which literally means 
lightning, as the most relevant example, bombs are a major cause of literal wartime 
illumination.  Bowen regularly explores the power of violent blasts to reveal what has 
long been buried, including in “The Happy Autumn Fields” in which Mary’s box of old 
letters was seemingly unearthed by explosive force.  But because Justin does not 
acknowledge the disturbing association, his theories become disturbingly detached.  More 
specifically, despite innumerable associations of illumination with truth, light tends more 
often to be a mode through which to deny the truth in Bowen’s wartime fiction, as I have 
argued concerning both Stella and Roderick.  Mother and son each strike matches in 
order to conceal truths that the dark makes visible.  Justin suggests that the War compels 
us to see where we are, but as the experiences of the characters I discuss in this chapter 
suggest, the War’s force itself does not give individuals visions of where they are.  On the 
contrary, feeling the impact of the War in both countries blinds characters more 
completely to where they are.  Seeing depends on combining visions from more than one 
vantage point, acknowledging a we that implies connection.  Justin’s vision scarcely 
seems to contain a we because the individuals involved cannot communicate. 
 Mary also describes a severely diminished we after she realizes that she will not 
be able to return to her dream.  Despite the fact that she and Travis have long since 
ceased to experience themselves as we, she lacks the volition to end the relationship.  Her 
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use of the first person plural in her addresses to him instead marks them as part of a 
present generation of human beings with inferior emotion.  She reveals to Travis, “We 
only know inconvenience now, not sorrow.  Everything pulverizes so easily because it is 
rot-dry; one can only wonder that it makes so much noise.  The source, the sap must have 
dried up, or the pulse must have stopped, before you and I were conceived.  So much 
flowed through people; so little flows through us.  All we can do is imitate love or 
sorrow” (683-684).  Mary’s vivid visions of the past cause her to see herself and 
everyone in her present environment as incapable of genuine emotion.  Rather than 
believing the trauma of the bombings themselves caused this human deficiency, Mary 
links physical destruction that surrounds her to the drying of this source in the past 
because she still wants to deny War’s power, even if she cannot return to Sarah’s world.  
The we Mary shares with Travis does not reaffirm an emotional link between the two of 
them, but instead denies the possibility of ever again creating that human connection, or 
any other. 
 The we Justin delineates also stands in place of a more emotional we he wants to 
affirm but cannot.  On a trip to visit his sister Queenie in the small town in which they 
grew up, Justin happens to meet Robinson, a businessman who has recently moved to the 
town and who invites Justin and Queenie to drop by his home.  Unknowingly, the 
siblings take him up on his offer when he has planned an assignation with Emma, a 
married woman.  Before she arrives, Justin philosophizes about the effects of the War on 
“us,” telling Robinson that, “For some time we have neither thought nor felt.  Our 
faculties have slowed down without our knowing – they had stopped without our 
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knowing!  We know now” (589-590).  Though he uses different terminology, Justin 
bemoans a loss similar to the one that Mary mourns.  The would-be seer goes on to claim 
that, “Now that there’s enough death to challenge being alive we’re facing it that, 
anyhow, we don’t live.  We’re confronted by the impossibility of living – unless we can 
break through to something else.  There’s been a stop in our senses and in our faculties 
that’s made everything round us so much dead matter – and dead matter we couldn’t even 
displace” (590).  This formulation strikingly resembles Mary’s vision of less feeling 
flowing through human beings now, but Justin’s metaphors involving “dead matter” 
become more disturbing in the context of the literal dead matter that fills Mary’s London 
environment.  When Robinson directly engages with these intellectual musings about 
how the War will affect the we Justin portrays, Bowen reveals a glimpse of the us Justin 
longs to possess but cannot.  In response to Robinson’s query, “‘You feel this war may 
improve us,’” Justin suddenly says, “‘What’s love like?’” (591).  Justin’s abrupt question 
reveals he has been positing a we in his conversation with Robinson in an effort to forge 
an emotional we or us with his acquaintance.  He fails to create this bond. 
 Mary also fails to create bonds in her real life.  Because her only meaningful 
emotional connections come through Sarah’s relationships, she is drawn into frightening 
feelings of self-negation.  Even after her first dream of Sarah’s world, Mary distances 
herself from her life in London by fictionalizing it.  She tells herself that Travis’s 
“possessive angry fondness was part, of course, of the story of him and Mary, which like 
a book once read she remembered clearly but with indifference” (677).  Unlike Mrs. 
Vesey from “Sunday Afternoon,” at this point Mary does not realize that she is making 
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her own life unreal.  Mary recalls the details of her relationship with no emotional 
investment as though they do not involve her.  After her second dream voyage to Ireland, 
Mary shows an even stronger desire to lose herself, because she believes that “[t]he one 
way back to the fields was barred by Mary’s surviving the fall of ceiling.  Sarah was right 
in doubting there would be tomorrow: Eugene, Henrietta, were lost in time to the woman 
weeping on the bed, no longer reckoning who she was” (683).  All Mary can think of is 
how she has lost Henrietta and Eugene, Sarah’s sister and prospective fiancé, because her 
survival will prevent her from permanently leaving her present existence and usurping 
Sarah’s life.  
 Deeply troubled, Mary temporarily ceases to be conscious of who she is.  Even 
after Travis returns and she remembers, she admits to him that she is “‘a person drained 
by a dream’” (684).  Although Mary’s dream was an attempt to rescue herself from the 
Blitz’s devastation, the visions do not revive her.  Because she values the dream more 
than her real existence, she loses what little volition she had to go on.  The visions of the 
past she thought would fill her present to offset the vacuum of the future instead empty 
her of the little that was left in her life.  Because Mary cannot recapture her visions, she 
sits in her empty flat and decides “[t]here being nothing left, she wished he would come 
to take her to the hotel” (683).  Her dream experience enables her to come to significant 
realizations about her existence in wartime London, but this discovery does not help her 
change her life.  If it did, the world she faces would seem as though it were not so 
dangerous after all.  Mary’s desperate need for escape and the minimal effects that 
temporary escape has on her life in London emphasize the extent of her entanglement in a 
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life from which she is emotionally detached.  Like Woolf’s group dominated by the view, 
Mary is too close yet not close enough.  Her London life restricts her, but provides no 
positive intimate connection.  At story’s end, she lethargically continues her emotionless 
relationship with Travis.  As Henry boards the bus back toward London without 
hesitation, Mary takes the taxi Travis orders.   
 Both Mary and O’Brien’s narrator in The Third Policeman are physically and 
mentally dislocated from the lives they were living by bomb blasts, and each becomes 
enthralled by an imagined community.  When both Mary and the narrator inhabit their 
imaginary communities, they cease to remember who they were, a confusion that does 
not disappear when they make their returns to the worlds they left.  Although Mary shows 
more desire for emotional engagement with others than O’Brien’s narrator, her attraction 
to Sarah’s world reveals a desire for power and clear vision not dissimilar to his.  What 
lies beyond nothing for each of them could have been death, but ends up being a surreal 
continuation of the estranged lives they had already been living.  Mary’s sense of her 
surroundings as “a trap” trying to deceive her through illusion (677) parallels a “sense of 
entrapment” (Maslen 98) prevalent in the narrative of The Third Policeman. 
 The place that traps Justin also brings out his feelings of self-negation.  Returning 
to the small town where he grew up is a difficult experience, but Justin describes to 
Robinson how he supposedly finds his “own fun” by gradually destroying himself.  The 
narrator suggests that “his holiday in this underwater, weedy region of memory, his 
holiday on which, almost every day, he had to pass the doors of their old home, 
threatened Justin with a pressure he could not bear” (587).  Justin philosophizes to deny 
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his distance from the fighting of the War and his proximity to the local site of his 
upbringing.  In the following exchange with Robinson, these two causes are quite evident 
despite the overall vagueness of Justin’s ideas: 
 ‘I’m torn, here, by every single pang of annihilation.  But that’s what I look for; 
that’s what I want completed; that’s the whole of what I want to embrace.  On the 
far side of the nothing – my new form.  Scrap ‘me’ scrap my wretched identity 
and you’ll bring to the open some bud of life.  I not  “I” – I’d be the world . . . 
Take myself away, and I’d think.  I might see; I might feel purely; I might even 
love – . . . ’ (591) 
 
Justin tries to convince himself that without his identity he might finally be able to see, 
feel, and love; however, faced with the far side of nothing, Mary does not discover a new 
bud of life, but becomes more resigned to her old one.  Justin wants to become unmoored 
from his identity in order to “be the world,” an impulse as impossible as Roderick’s 
desire to see as God and Stella and Robert’s blindness to all outside the “us” they 
constructed.  If a being comprises all in itself no other exists – being the world would 
mean the absence of relationships.  O’Brien’s narrator believes he desires a state of this 
kind, but the distorted granting of his wish leaves him more powerless and confused than 
before.  Justin imagines this ideal because he cannot achieve the emotional we he desires.  
He wants to pretend that his present isolation and emptiness can somehow lead to a 
glorious future.   
 
Re-envisioning England and Ireland 
 Despite the nationalism behind British imperial ambitions, they can be read as a 
desire to be the world, as flawed synecdochic thinking that mistakes part for whole.  The 
Empire was never the world even at its height, but during the Second World War this 
  
207!
fantasy became completely out of reach.  Postcolonial Irish impulses toward self-
sufficiency that divided Ireland from the rest of the world suggest similar impulses.  
Despite the significant differences between colonizer and colonized, being on either side 
induces these self-protective impulses that ironically become self-limiting.  Because one 
cannot be “the world” either as a nation or an individual as Justin desires, relationships 
that make it possible to stand in multiple positions and combine visions from different 
vantage points are needed to have personal and collective visions of where we are.  
Losing the illusion of being the world creates a new opportunity for England to 
understand itself with the help of its former colonies through vision of the type Bowen’s 
characters experience.  In contrast to imperial or spy observation and its deluded belief in 
what it sees as nothing more than information it can use to intensify the dominance of the 
power it serves, encounters between characters in Bowen’s wartime fiction reveal that 
English residents can find new ways to say we with Irish residents and to see their own 
lives by combining visions of the past and present. 
 Ireland wrestles with a new opportunity as well – the chance to transform its 
relationship to England, the rest of Europe, and beyond.  Fixated only on the present, 
London during the Blitz appears to offer an opening for Maria and others like her, but her 
denial that her view grows out of her elders’ convictions suggests that she mistakes her 
precariously narrow vision for a broad perspective.  In The Heat of the Day, another 
young woman of Maria’s generation overlooks the past and the positions of her elders 
through quite different responses.  In contrast to her passionate father, Hannah Donovan 
cares little about the War.  When her father extols the day because of the pivotal victory 
  
208!
he believes it brought, she only reacts to the local weather conditions, “‘It’s a beautiful 
day, in any event,’ said Hannah, temperately” (198).  Hannah’s temperate speech 
contrasts with the heat of the landscape and the violent action in which Donovan rejoices.  
Her behavior makes her a seeming boon to Stella, but her passive response to the 
environment that surrounds her, like Maria’s reaction, casts doubt on her future.  Looking 
at Hannah, it appears to Stella that “something was added to her beauty by her apartness 
from what was going on; her mountain-blue eyes had inherited the color of trouble but 
not the story” (199).  Stella’s perspective is by no means disinterested, but her assessment 
of Hannah does not appear to be as baseless as her denial about the candles.  The bleed-
through of color into Hannah’s eyes means that troubles past and present shape her vision 
– the Second World War and the violence of Ireland’s past that she is too young to 
remember firsthand; however, she remains unable to look directly into what survives 
recessively in her eyes. 
 Similar to Maria’s view, Hannah’s vision of the world is shaped by Ireland’s past 
whether she believes it consciously or not, but Hannah cannot construct even imaginary 
narratives of the War as her father does.  She has not inherited the story in a form that she 
can re-tell.  By contrast with her countrywoman Mrs. Vesey, she cannot step outside her 
life and imagine how it seems to a visitor.  The danger of Hannah’s separateness becomes 
even clearer through the claim that “[h]aving not a thought that was not her own, she had 
not any thought” (199).  Although thinking one’s own thoughts might appear liberating, 
Bowen suggests that thinking does not require us to isolate ourselves from what seem 
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outside influences.  To have visions of where we are, we need to grapple with thoughts 
that predated our lives.   
 Bowen’s claim in her essay “Ireland Today” that “[i]t became at first 
discouraging, later unnecessary, to think” (120) in Ireland resonates with her portrayals of 
Hannah and Maria even though the two young women have opposite attitudes toward the 
War and different perceptions of Ireland.  Although Hannah stands  “with her forehead 
raised in docile imitation of her father,” this mimicry of his body does not allow her to 
see what he envisions --“[a]fter his last words she seemed to search the view and the  
morning, but to find their shining calmness as unchanged as her own” (199).  The 
similarity between Hannah and this “view” suggests a process of reinforcement and 
delusion that resembles Woolf’s presentation of the view in Between the Acts.  O’Brien’s 
narrator is also trapped by his false belief in his ability to envision his own predicament.  
In the wartime fiction of Woolf, O’Brien, and Bowen, believing in the completeness of 
what is a single physical and temporal vantage point traps characters in unthinking 
passivity. 
 From their vantage points, readers of Bowen’s fiction can see the limited success 
that the characters achieve when they temporarily have visions of where they are.  By 
enabling her characters to have these fleeting visions but also portraying the difficulty of 
using the knowledge to take positive action, Bowen reveals the intensity of the trauma the 
War inflicted.  The realizations that travel to Ireland brings to characters suggest the 
possibility that distance from the War may allow for a clearer understanding of wartime 
trauma.  A distance that will come to be measured in time rather than space after the end 
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of the conflict may allow clearer visions, though Roderick’s claim about Robert’s death 
that “by the time one is able to understand it will be gone it just won’t be there to be 
judged” (337) reminds us that time also diminishes memories.  The inability of characters 
to change their lives for the better due to their visions does not suggest that the visions 
are fruitless.  Presenting characters as able to rapidly resolve the problems in their lives 
would create the impression that the War was not so damaging after all.  Even if 
characters’ actions are restricted, because individuals understand the limits of their views, 
they realize that the emotional toll of modern global warfare affects us all the more 
profoundly because its full impact is difficult to grasp.  Once readers see the potential to 
mistake a partial perspective for a panoramic whole, we realize the dangers of illusory 
completeness that looking from a fixed position can cause.  The preconceptions we cling 
to for stability cannot protect us from shattering destruction, stagnant continuation, or 
terrifying combinations of both.  Bowen’s fiction strikes a balance between the 
hopelessness of complete unawareness and an overly optimistic resolution to problems 
that would diminish readers’ perceptions of the War’s impacts.   
 Although Bowen has been accused of creating relationships with Ireland to serve 
ulterior motives of a partisan kind, her wartime fiction questions narrow vision and 
predetermined identification with others.  The texts I have explored in this chapter 
suggest a strange paradox at the heart of beliefs in one’s control over oneself on the level 
of individual human beings and nations.  Faith in monolithic power demands that those 
who wield that power perceive their world through a unitary view that pushes aside the 
possibility of unpredictable outside influences.  For both individuals and collectives, this 
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type of worldview temporarily enables a sense of self-possession and a precise control of 
feelings, but becomes oppressive through insularity that proves to be self-limiting.  
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SLEIGHT OF HAND, NARRATIVE, AND THE PROVISIONAL IN BECKETT’S 
WATT, MOLLOY, AND “THE CAPITAL OF THE RUINS” 
 
Introduction 
 Like Bowen’s texts, Beckett’s fiction reveals dangers of exclusionary vision by 
juxtaposing scenes readers can readily associate with different nations.  In contrast to 
Bowen, who directly portrays situations set during the Second World War with specific 
references to dates and names, Beckett’s novels Watt (written 1942-1945, published 
1953) and Molloy  (1955), like O’Brien’s The Third Policeman, tend to lack overt 
references to particular times and places.  The ambiguous settings of Beckett’s work have 
caused it to be admired for its apparent universalism and blamed for its lack of attention 
to history.  However, in the past decade Beckett has increasingly been read with attention 
to history.  This chapter contributes to this historicizing by arguing that Beckett’s 
temporal and spatial inexplicitness allows associations that suggest affinities between 
Ireland and Germany.  Although Bowen interweaves Nazi rhetoric into The Heat of the 
Day through Robert Kelway’s betrayal of England, Beckett’s questioning of falsely 
complete narratives responds more intensely to the narrative of National Socialist history.  
His biographical connections to Ireland and the European continent help to shape 
wartime fiction that juxtaposes vision and narrative in the island of his birth, in Germany 
where he would travel in the early years of Hitler’s regime, and in France where he 
would spend most of his adult life. 
 One example of the recent historicizing trend in Beckett studies, James 
McNaughton’s essay, “Beckett’s ‘Brilliant Obscurantics’: Watt and the Problem of 
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Propaganda” (2009), compares various features of the compound in which Sam and Watt 
are held to events on the continent during both world wars.  Despite these associations, 
McNaughton assumes the novel to be set in Ireland and asks, “if there is a critique of 
fascism at work here, does comedy, even mirthless comedy, not make light of German 
horrors by integrating them into a strangely benign Irish perspective?” (55).  On the 
contrary, the resonances with fascism suggest that the setting, with its unspecific but 
recognizable Irish cast, is not benign.  Instead it is characterized by infringements on 
individual freedoms.  Even though Ireland was never a dictatorship like Nazi Germany, 
Beckett’s works suggest that there are disturbing similarities.  Watt and Molloy implicitly 
compare narrative manipulation and surveillance each country used against its own 
people to gain their compliance.  
 From October 1936 until March 1937, Beckett’s travels in Germany allowed him 
to witness firsthand how the Nazis reorganized and rewrote German history to make their 
regime appear its only conceivable culmination.  In “Between Gospel and Prohibition: 
Beckett in Nazi Germany 1936-1937,” Mark Nixon argues that “Beckett was especially 
attentive to the Nazis’ totalizing narrative of history, which was proclaimed to such a 
persuasive degree that it had, by the time of his visit, already become a widely 
indoctrinated truth” (40).  One example of Beckett’s opposition to these Nazi 
manipulations comes in his response to Friedrich Stieve’s Abriss der Deutschen 
Geschichte von 1792-1935, a book his friend Axel Kaun lent him.  Beckett describes it 
as, “[j]ust the kind of book that I do not want.  Not a Nachschlagewerk  [reference book] 
as proudly proclaimed from the wrapper, but the unity of the German Schicksal [destiny] 
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made manifest” (qtd. in Nixon 41).  Beckett realized that this book was not the impartial 
source of raw historical fact it claimed to be, but instead a narrative designed to leave its 
readers with the illusion that all events it reported had always been steps in a process 
toward National Socialism, the collective destiny of the German people. 
 Beckett understands something that the regime does not want its citizens to 
discover– narratives like Stieve’s claim to explain the unknowable by disguising their 
limited perspective as an all-seeing view.  Beckett explains his objections to this type of 
narrative more generally, “I am not interested in a ‘unification’ of the historical chaos any 
more than I am in the ‘clarification’ of the individual chaos . . . What I want is the straws, 
the flotsam, etc., names, dates, births + deaths, because this is all I can know” (qtd. in 
Knowlson 228).  Like Woolf’s “orts, scraps, and fragments” in Between the Acts, 
Beckett’s desire for straws and flotsam emphasizes the danger of narratives that invent 
unifications and clarifications for the chaos of life in order to conceal that they are partial 
in both senses of the word – incomplete and distorted by bias.  In contrast to structures 
like Stieve’s narrative, which carefully gather elements useful to the controlled design 
they have in mind, Beckett desires what has been cast off as worthless and no longer 
remains under the control of a functioning whole.  This desire suggests an acceptance for 
what cannot be understood or controlled with no hope of future “unification” or 
“clarification” in which it can be rendered useful for gaining power or preventing the loss 
of power already possessed. 
 In contrast to their creator, Beckett’s characters Sam from Watt and Moran from 
Molloy attempt to “unify” and “clarify” chaos in order to gain or maintain power.  
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Although Sam and Moran have each received significant critical attention, they tend to be 
secondary to Watt and Molloy who lend names to their respective novels.  Each 
seemingly absent until midway through his novel, Sam and Moran both make the same 
statement, “in the end I understood” (Molloy 169; Watt 305), as an eventual response to 
language they initially found bewildering.  Although the affirmation implies a difficult 
process to achieve understanding, it places stronger emphasis on what has been achieved 
and suggests that no more remains to be accomplished.  Sam and Moran’s need to 
convince themselves of their own powers of understanding has affinities with the attitude 
of O’Brien’s narrator in The Third Policeman.  All three characters try to persuade 
themselves that their goals have been reached, comprehensive culminations of power that 
resemble the structural position of the Nazi regime in the triumphant German narratives 
that Beckett questioned.  Sam and Moran attempt to maintain deluded self-possession by 
hiding the nature of their control over narratives.   
 By representing moments when the narrators conceal effectively and when their 
concealment fails partially or completely, Beckett’s novels reveal the partiality that 
seemingly complete narratives try to hide.  In Watt the representations are far more subtle 
and difficult to grasp because Sam is not an embodied character for much of the 
narrative.  Due to the extent of Sam’s self-masking, we can often only infer his struggles 
to retain power over the narrative he tells and those around him, but there are strong hints 
that much of what he tells of others actually describes himself.30  In Molloy, we can more 
often see Moran hiding behind narratives contained in the text that he creates about !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 Watt may serve Sam as Martin Finnucane serves the narrator in The Third Policeman – 
as a person he can condemn for sins he himself commits. 
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collectives.  Despite differences, both texts allow readers to discern patterns of 
manipulation used by Sam and Moran, though the recognition is likely to involve 
retrospective consideration or even rereading because of factors that I explore below.  
 The types of strategies each man uses to manipulate narrative are revealed in 
scenes late in the novels that involve groups of animals.  Sam interacts with rats; Moran 
devotes extensive time to observing bees.  Each character’s relationship with his 
creatures reveals a paradigmatic structure through which he represents human groups, 
individuals, and his relationship to his fellow human beings.  Outside of the novels, rats 
and bees have different relations to totalitarianism.  In Nazi propaganda, Jews were often 
compared to rodents.  By making these comparisons, the regime implied that typical 
actions toward rats (extermination) should serve as a blueprint for how to treat human 
groups.  Film and print propaganda attempted to create an undeniable opposition between 
Jews and Germans by portraying Jewish people as a different species.  Bees appear in 
metaphors designed to expose the danger of totalitarian manipulation to individual 
thought.  In their article, “A Vision of Dystopia: Beehives and Mechanization,” Thomas 
P. Dunn and Richard D. Erlich trace the metamorphosis of bees and beehives from 
idealized image of an ordered state in the Early Modern era to nightmarish vision of 
oppressive mechanization in twentieth-century dystopian fiction.  Dunn and Erlich link 
the instinctive connection of bees to their hive with the control of individuals under a 
totalitarian regime.  By putting both rats and bees into Irish settings and literalizing them, 
Beckett recontextualizes the processes through which these animal groups become 
metaphors for human experiences. 
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 The sections to follow explore the often restrictive and deluded perspectives 
involving individuals and groups that emerge in works by Beckett from the period of the 
Second World War, including Watt and Molloy, by contrast with his radio script “The 
Capital of the Ruins” from 1946.  Evoking hierarchical aspects of social life under 
Fascism and under the Catholic Church—called up sometimes distantly and sometimes 
explicitly—Beckett’s narratives bring us face to face with the effects of social control and 
delusion.  By keeping in mind the Irish and Continental historical contexts for the 
composition and the narratives of these works, I argue for revisionary historicist 
understandings of Beckett’s often enigmatic narrative elements and strategies of 
narration.  I open with a reading of Watt and the apparently shifting identity of that 
book’s narrator, move through an analysis of the Lynch family and its connections to 
Sam, and then explore Moran’s manipulated relation to collectives.  Finally, I contrast 
Moran’s delusion and entrapment and Sam’s self-concealment with the post-war potential 
for new kinds of relationships between multiple collectives that Beckett portrays in “The 
Capital of the Ruins.” 
 
Sam’s Sleight of Hand and Hidden Narrative Control in Watt 
 By eventually implying that Sam has always been the narrator but not 
immediately revealing the narrative perspective as severely limited, Watt questions 
totalizing narratives in ways reminiscent of Woolf’s manifesto Three Guineas.!
Woolf’s description of “adding fact after fact” until the picture of the dictator “has 
imposed itself upon the foreground” (168) aptly describes Sam’s emergence in Watt.  An 
accumulation of supposed facts pile up in the first two sections of the novel until Sam 
  
218!
comes to the fore.  This process makes it possible for readers to realize that narrative can 
seem omniscient yet actually arise from a limited and biased perspective.  By naming the 
narrator Sam, Beckett acknowledges that the dictator figure is “ourselves” as Woolf 
suggests in Three Guineas.  Woolf’s image of the dictator “suggests that we cannot 
disassociate ourselves from that figure but are ourselves that figure . . . that we are not 
passive spectators doomed to unresisting obedience but by our thoughts and actions can 
ourselves change that figure” (168).  By gradually revealing its narrator, Watt suggests 
the individual human limits behind what initially seems a wall of narrative that cannot be 
breached. 
 Although critics such as Gottfried Büttner believe categorically that Sam does not 
narrate the entire novel31, most suggest that he likely does so.  However, they do not 
wrestle with the bewildering consequences that arise from this situation.  For example, as 
I explore further on in this section, McNaughton acknowledges Sam’s unreliability and 
suggests that Sam is the narrator of the entire novel, but does not consider how these two 
factors affect readings of Sam and Watt.  Through attention to narrative structure and 
historical context, my reading of Watt not only argues that Sam narrates the entire novel, 
but explores the ramifications of his initial self-concealment and the appearance of 
omniscience it creates.  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Büttner suggests there is an “apparent split into Watt and a ‘narrator,’” claiming that  
[i]t is as if Sam has emerged from Watt or Watt from Sam.  This interpretation, 
which explains the sudden appearance of Sam, is more informative than the rather 
theoretical notion that Sam must have already been functioning as the narrator, 
even though he is not identified until this point.  There is no apparent reason for 
such a delay . . . At the very least we can say that if Sam had been necessary 
earlier, Beckett would have introduced him by name. (59) 
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 During their time together as fellow inmates inside the walls of what critics have 
often described as a mental institution, a prison camp, or both, Sam and Watt cultivate a 
relationship with a family of rats.  Sam describes unforgettably how he and Watt interact 
with these animals:  
our particular friends were the rats  . . . We brought them such tidbits from our 
ordinary as rinds of cheese, and morsels of gristle, and we brought them also 
bird’s eggs, and frogs, and fledglings.  Sensible of these attentions, they would 
come flocking round us at our approach, with every sign of confidence and 
affection, and glide up our trouserlegs, and hang upon our breasts.  And then we 
would sit down in the midst of them, and give them to eat, out of our hands, of a 
nice fat frog, or a baby thrush. (295)  
  
Watt and Sam’s behavior on the surface seems charitable.  Though some readers may 
cringe at their use of baby birds, the rats appear to be benefitting from the handouts.  
However, the allure of these provisions prevents the rodents from foreseeing danger.  Not 
only do Sam and Watt feed their friends offspring of other animals, but Sam admits that 
when the two men have “a plump young rat, resting in our bosom after its repast, we 
would feed it to its mother, or its father, or its brother, or its sister or to some less 
fortunate relative” (295).  Sam and Watt use sleight of hand and the trust they have built 
up with the rats to deceive them.  Sated by what they have consumed, the rats become 
tractable.  Their docility proves fatal because it enables Sam and Watt to use them as 
passive pieces in a pattern.  Accustomed to the repetitive process of being fed, their 
family members no longer pay attention to what they are given.  They take everything 
into themselves without mentally taking in what they devour. 
 Sam prompts responses in human readers with structural parallels to the behavior 
he induces in the rats, although it is his words we partake of without knowing the nature 
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of what we ingest.  By building up trust through distraction, Sam makes it difficult for us 
to see what he is actually doing.  As he baits the rats with sustenance, he provides us 
knowledge in a form that makes us initially not wonder about the source, because the 
beginning of the novel reads as though told by a disembodied third person narrator with 
no limitations.  The opening of Watt involves several characters that never reappear.  
After they have a lengthy conversation at a tram stop, they watch Watt alight from a 
passing tram.  The style of these initial scenes (as well as additional later points in the 
novel) suggests a narrator whose knowledge is definitely not limited by what Watt 
knows.  Because no embodied character in these first scenes of the novel serves as 
narrator, it is reasonable to assume that the narrator of the novel is omniscient rather than 
an embodied character.  However, later scenes reveal Sam’s finite point of view, which 
he attempts to hide in order to make his narration appear all-knowing. 
 Before Sam is embodied, he suggests the unreliability of his account, yet the 
seemingly omniscient viewpoint deflects attention from his admissions.  The qualifying 
elements are subtle because they are rendered in the same repetitive style as the 
apparently reliable narration.  Sam’s first acknowledgment of the conditions under which 
the narrative came into being involves a list of difficulties: 
the notorious difficulty of recapturing, at will, modes of feeling peculiar to a 
certain time, and to a certain place, and perhaps also to a certain state of health, 
when the time is past, and the place left, and the body struggling with quite a 
new situation.  Add to this the obscurity of Watt’s communications, the rapidity 
of his utterance and the eccentricities of his syntax, as elsewhere recorded.  Add 
to this the material conditions in which these communications were made.  Add 
to this the scant aptitude to receive of him to whom they were proposed.  Add to 
this the scant aptitude to give of him to whom they were committed.  And some 
idea will perhaps be obtained of the difficulties experienced in formulating, not 
only such matters as those here in question, but the entire body of Watt’s 
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experience, from the moment of his entering Mr. Knott’s establishment to the 
moment of his leaving it. (227-228)  
 
Although Sam admits the challenge of producing a complete record of Watt’s 
experiences, he confesses the difficulties without taking first person responsibility for 
them.  Rather than saying “I,” he refers to someone we later realize to be himself as “him 
to whom they were proposed” and “him to whom they were permitted.”  Several aspects 
of the passage can distract readers’ attention.  First of all, the fact that there has been no 
embodied narrator until this point makes it unlikely readers will be on the lookout for 
one.  Secondly, the anaphora emphasizes the cumulative quantity of reasons why the 
narrative may have missing pieces rather than specific features of each reason.  This 
passage should stand out because it questions the narrative surrounding it, but though its 
content contrasts, its style does not.  Because readers have grown accustomed to the 
repetition of words, phrases, and sentence structures, differences in the specific content 
become difficult to notice.  Like Sam’s rats, due to his sleight of hand, Sam’s readers 
tend to accept what we are given without making fine distinctions. 
 Further on, Sam incorporates the first-person pronoun; however, he continues to 
use repetitive language and adds another technique of misdirection to distract readers 
from the incompleteness of his narrative, even as that very quality appears to be the focus 
of his statements.  In the midst of describing a particular episode that supposedly 
occurred during Watt’s employ at Knott’s estate Sam acknowledges   
if Watt had not known this  . . . then I should never have known it either, nor the 
world.  For all that I know on the subject of Mr. Knott, and of all that touched Mr. 
Knott, and on the subject of Watt, and of all that touched Watt, came from Watt, 
and from Watt alone.  And if I do not appear to know very much on the subject of 
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Mr. Knott and of Watt, and on the subject of all that touched them, it is because 
Watt did not know a great deal on these subjects, or did not care to tell. (270) 
 
In this passage before he is an embodied character, Sam concedes that he has no other 
source of information about Watt’s experiences other than Watt himself.  His use of  “I” 
suggests that he is an embodied individual, in contrast to his earlier references using the 
third person that appeared to indicate at least one other person could be involved with the 
narrative’s transmission.  An aspect of Sam’s confession that may appear to be the most 
frank actually continues to conceal how he manipulates the narrative.  Sam’s clause “And 
if I do not appear to know very much on the subject of Mr. Knott and of Watt” suggests 
that he comes across as not knowing much.  However, even though the text 
acknowledges how little can be known about Knott and Watt, lengthy portions of the 
narrative proceed as though a great deal can be told about Watt’s experiences.  Sam’s 
claim that he may not appear to know much can distract readers from the fact that he acts 
for much of the narrative as though he knows all. 
 Sam admits that he and Watt would both be capable of narrating Watt’s 
experiences inaccurately, and although his disclosure continues to be vague, his choice to 
use a particular word three times draws attention through its etymology to his deception.  
He avows, “it is difficult for a man like Watt to tell a long story without leaving out some 
things, and foisting in others” (270).  Sam then allows for the possibility that he   
left out some of the things Watt told me, or foisted in others that Watt never told 
me, though I was most careful to note down all at the time, in my little notebook.  
It is so difficult, with a long story like the story that Watt told, even when one is 
most careful to note down all at the time, in one’s little notebook, not to leave out 
some of the things that were told, and not to foist in other things that were never 
told, never told at all. (270) 
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The passages contain several examples of the repetition we have come to expect from 
Sam, but one verb he presses into service suggests that features of the narrative that do 
not conform to actual events are not inadvertent.  According to the Oxford English 
Dictionary, the word “foist” derives from the Dutch verb vuisten, which means to take in 
the hand.  The taking of something in the hand itself invokes the scene in which Sam 
reveals that he and Watt feed the rats “out of our hands” (295).  More directly pertinent 
than the mere connection of the body part is the initial meaning the verb had in the 
English language, “To palm (a ‘flat’ or false die) so as to be able to introduce it when 
required.”  This original connotation of the verb, as well as a slightly later meaning, “to 
practice roguery, to cheat” gives it an association with deception that involves careful 
concealment, a description that definitely applies to Sam’s tricking of the rats through 
sleight of hand, but also may apply to his hidden shaping of the narrative and 
concealment of himself.  The connection to the narration is suggested even more directly 
by the meaning, “to put forth or allege fraudulently.”  Incessant note-taking is no 
guarantee against intentional deception.   
 Finally in section III of the novel, Sam appears as an embodied character who 
depicts his experiences with Watt as a prisoner and his own relentless documentation of 
Watt in his notebook.  These scenes reveal the limited vantage point from which the 
entire novel arguably proceeds and the desires to create an illusion of complete 
knowledge that motivate Sam’s concealment of himself.  Watt speaks to Sam in language 
that is reversed in various ways at different points.  With each change, although he 
acknowledges initial difficulty in understanding Watt, Sam ultimately claims, “soon I 
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grew used to these sounds” (304) or “in the end I understood” (305).  As much of a 
difficulty as Watt’s idiolect of reversals must be, Sam is at an even further disadvantage.  
He admits that weather affected how much information he received because “much by 
the rushing wind was carried away and lost forever” (295).  Later on, Watt begins to 
inconsistently invert every element in his speech.  Sam has been documenting examples 
of each “style” of Watt’s speech.  But Watt’s unpatterned variance prevents this practice, 
as he admits, “I recall no example of this manner” (306).  Watt’s variance does not 
prevent Sam from again asserting, “soon I grew used to these sounds and then I 
understood as well as ever” (306).  Despite stressing his understanding, Sam finally 
clarifies how much he has absorbed, “one half of what won its way past my tympan” 
(306).  The revelation that Sam misses so much, but still narrates as though he knows all, 
exposes the dangers of falsifying fragmented experience through totalizing narratives.  
 Although parts of the text are not directly attributed to him, Sam is the source of 
text in which he does not participate directly.  In section III, the descriptions of Sam and 
Watt’s interactions are combined with an account set at Knott’s house and similar in kind 
to the narrative in the first two sections of the novel from before Sam is physically 
represented.  Sam transitions to this narrative from Knott’s house with the explicit 
statement, “To these conversations we are indebted for the following information” (306).  
At least for this portion of the narrative, Sam directly asserts his conversations with Watt 
as a source of what immediately follows.  This claim enables readers to see the mismatch 
between Sam’s “examples” of Watt’s utterances and the polished narrative that follows 
involving multiple characters in Knott’s garden and an exceedingly complex story-
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within-a-story about a fake scientific expedition.  This content further points to Sam’s 
deception.  The difference between the source material and the product of that material in 
section III of the novel suggests that Sam profoundly transforms the information Watt 
provides and is capable of narrating the novel from a perspective of feigned omniscience.  
The certainty he expresses about events derives from his unwillingness to admit that what 
he misses through deficits in hearing and understanding could prevent him from 
constructing a totalizing narrative. 
 Sam’s probable control over the entire account of Watt emphasizes the ease with 
which a seemingly objective narrative can arise from a perspective whose limits and 
biases have been concealed.  Even before Sam becomes an embodied character, 
inconsistencies emerge between initial representations of events and descriptions of how 
that information was gained or perceived.  For example, earlier in the narrative readers 
receive a vividly detailed account of former Knott servant Arsene’s advice to Watt on the 
evening Watt arrives at Mr. Knott’s establishment.  Arsene’s complex, philosophical 
musings to Watt are represented as an uninterrupted flow of speech, yet later in the 
narrative Sam mentions that Watt “wondered what Arsene had said, on the evening of his 
departure.  For his declaration had entered Watt’s ears only by fits, hardly at all” (232).  
Sam claims Watt to be his only source of information about Watt’s experiences, even 
going so far as to report that Arsene and the other servants “all vanished, long before my 
time” (270), but he recounts Arsene’s counsel to the reader as though he stood there 
himself scribbling furiously in his notebook. 
  
226!
 Desires that likely motivate Sam’s masquerade of omniscience emerge in his 
assessment of experiences with the rats.  In contrast to the misrecognition they induce in 
the rats and their restricted positions as prisoners themselves, Watt and Sam’s role in the 
rat feeding gives them at least an illusion of power and a superior vantage point.  Like 
O’Brien’s narrator in The Third Policeman, Sam is determined to seize whatever control 
he can and command a view superior to those around him.  Sam affirms, “It was on these 
occasions, we agreed, after an exchange of views, that we came nearest to God” (295).  
Coming nearest to Him can suggest communing with God, but it can also imply coming 
close to supplanting His all-powerful, all-seeing position.  Although “an exchange of 
views” can refer to a dialogue between the two characters, the phrase in this scene also 
suggests an attempt to seize God’s infinite vision and authority.  The Nazi regime co-
opted feelings many Germans had directed toward religious faith.  Not only did Hitler’s 
youth organizations replace God as an object of worship with the Führer, but the trend 
spread to older parts of the community as well.  Beckett directly observed this 
phenomenon, describing in his journal how on “the entry to a church in Regensburg, . . . 
‘Grüss Gott [God bless you] [was] crossed out + replaced with Heil Hitler!!!’” (qtd. in 
Nixon 41). 
 Although Sam is seemingly a prisoner along with Watt, his capacity to control the 
entire narrative links him to authoritarian structures.  The contrast between the novel’s 
initial narrative and the eventual representation of Sam as a limited figure serves a 
function quite similar to Woolf’s opposition between the view and Miss La Trobe’s play 
in Between the Acts.  Like Miss La Trobe’s play and her reactions to it, bringing Sam into 
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the novel as an embodied director of a series of scenes reveals as subjective what at first 
appeared to be objective.  As Miss La Trobe’s scenes appear to reinforce power relations 
but through their containment in a larger narrative show the undesirability of oppressive 
control, Sam’s insistently restrictive interpretations of Watt reveal the flaws in 
pretensions of complete knowledge.  Though at first seemingly expansive, both the view 
and the perspective of Watt’s narrator shrink to circumscribed fields of vision whose 
totalizing force is illusive.   
 The particular limits of Sam’s vision have consequences for how we interpret the 
rest of the novel.  Sam admits that during his encounters with Watt “my myopia remained 
stationary” (306).  Sam’s nearsightedness suggests that it is his own view he recounts 
when he pretends to depict Watt’s perspective.  His fixed gaze implies his inability to 
transcend his own rigorous expositions, an incapacity that restricts not only Watt but 
himself as well.32  If Sam is indeed the narrator of the entire novel, all of the qualities 
readers generally associate with Watt may be his characteristics.  He certainly 
demonstrates the same combinatorial tendencies ascribed to Watt when he considers the 
possible sources of a hole in the fence of their prison (298-300).  As a result, the 
repetitive patterns of thought ascribed to Watt may belong exclusively to Sam.   
 More specifically, Sam’s criticism of Watt may actually be criticism of himself 
that he cannot bear to acknowledge.  Before he appears as an embodied character, Sam at 
one point declares, “Watt was only too willing to do as he was told, and as custom !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 This restriction resembles the limits put on the English by their own unwillingness to 
admit that influence between colonizer-colonized does not only move in one direction.  
For a reading of Sam as an anthropologist in an Irish colonial context see Bixby. 
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required, at all times.  And when he was forced to transgress, as in the matter of 
witnessing the dog’s meal, then he was at pains to transgress in such a way, and to 
surround his transgression with such precautions, such delicacies, that it was almost as 
though he had not transgressed at all”  (261-262).  McNaughton emphasizes Sam’s 
critique of Watt in order to push against claims that Watt may represent an imprisoned 
member of the French Resistance (which Beckett almost was.)  Drawing from an earlier 
part of the narrative before Sam is an embodied narrator, McNaughton states 
categorically that, “[s]ince Sam is aware that Watt should have understood historical 
aggression, should have come to a critique of word superstition, and should have made 
conscious his methods of rebellion – but resisted doing all of these – to read Watt himself 
as a resistance prisoner makes no sense at all” (65).  McNaughton attributes narration to 
Sam before he appears embodied in the text in order to support a certain reading of Watt, 
not acknowledging that Sam’s self-concealment at that point in the narrative makes it 
difficult to unquestioningly believe his interpretations of Watt.  McNaughton’s trust of 
Sam is particularly surprising given his earlier contention that Sam has problems with the 
very same abilities he appears to question in Watt.  McNaughton analyzes the depiction 
of Sam and Watt’s imprisonment, arguing that Sam’s “interpretation of why humans are 
penned like this performs the confusion that Barthes describes, where history is tamed, 
recalled and dismissed in quick sequence” (53).  In the brief parts of the text in which he 
represents himself directly, Sam also does not attempt to disturb the system of power that 
imprisons him.  He ostensibly focuses on Watt’s story and criticizes Watt to avoid 
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admitting his own powerlessness.  But even as Sam appears to enter into someone else’s 
view, he remains fixed in his own narrow vision. 
 
The Fixed Visions of the Lynches’ Thousand Years and the Thousand-Year Reich 
 Sam’s fixed, narrow vision is shared by a family who materializes during his 
account of Watt’s experiences.  As is the case with all other descriptions of Watt’s time 
serving Knott, details suggest that Sam must invent a great deal of what appears in the 
narrative we read.  After his elaborate description of the manner in which the family 
serves Watt’s master Knott, Sam mentions matter-of-factly that, “This little matter of the 
food and the dog, Watt pieced it together from the remarks let fall, every now and then, in 
the evening, by the twin dwarfs Art and Con” (258).  The twins’ names draw attention to 
the practice of deceit involved.  Although somewhat crude, the joke of their names is 
revealing.  Watt’s contact with the Lynch twins proves to be fleeting, particularly since 
he soon makes arrangements to avoid seeing them altogether.  It is highly implausible 
that the level of strange detail we receive about the family could derive from the type of 
occasional remarks described.  However, the particular strangeness of these details 
matches what we see of Sam when he directly represents himself in the text.  The 
Lynches are “attached firmly for good and all, in block, their children and their children’s 
children, to Mr. Knott’s service” (248).  They remain in thrall because, like Sam’s rats, 
they do not perceive what is actually happening to them.  
   If critics who analyze Watt mention the family at all, they comment on the 
Lynches’ dream of reaching a collective age of one thousand years as a mere curiosity.  
In his 2009 study Samuel Beckett and the Postcolonial Novel, which astutely historicizes 
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Beckett’s work in primarily Irish and cross-colonial contexts, Patrick Bixby stresses how 
Beckett’s extensive listing of the Lynches’ kinship relations parodies “anthropological 
empiricism” by presenting an “elaborate account [that] concerns little more than the 
Lynches’ eccentric desire to reach the collective age of one thousand” (144).  He quickly 
proceeds to refer to the account of the family as “the millenarian story of the Lynch clan” 
(144), but uses the term only in its most general sense (relating to a thousand).  More 
specific and common meanings of the term millenarian can help to recast this seemingly 
random whim of the Lynches in the context of the major millenarian vision that shaped 
the period, the Nazis’ Thousand Year Reich.  Beyond his familiarity with Nazi rhetoric 
from his travels in Germany, Beckett would have been aware of this prognostication 
because “das tausendjähriges Reich” was a prevalent rallying cry in June 1940 when the 
Germans entered Paris (Gordon 145).  Reading the Lynches’ goal alongside the Nazi 
ideology reveals how this dream maintains the Lynches’ disturbing indifference to the 
oppressive conditions of their lives.  
 Kept in servitude by the “encouragement” of Knott through charity, the Lynches 
fixate on a point in the future when the years each family member has lived will together 
total one thousand.  The dream is made all the more absurd by the acknowledgment that 
the figures (on which it entirely depends) are not accurate.  The declaration “Five 
generations, twenty-eight souls, nine hundred and eighty years” seems to affirm their 
present numerical place so strongly, yet this statement has a footnote: “The figures given 
here are incorrect.  The consequent calculations are therefore doubly erroneous” (251).  
The footnote draws attention not merely to the existence of an error in the figures, but 
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also to the redoubling of error that the continued process of quantification and calculation 
creates. 
 The obsession with calculation emphasizes how the mentality in itself, whether 
performed accurately or inaccurately, transforms individuals into lifeless numbers who 
only matter for what they contribute toward a collective goal that will not improve their 
lives.  When Ann Lynch gives birth to twins, the focus is on how it brings “the total 
number of souls in the Lynch household up to thirty, and the happy day, on which the 
eyes of all were set, nearer by twenty-four days approximately, assuming that all were 
spared in the meantime” (253).  Even more disturbingly, when Liz Lynch dies it is 
affirmed that, “[t]his was a great loss to the family Lynch, this loss of a woman of forty 
goodlooking years” (252).  The idea of Liz being a great loss sets up the expectation that 
her individual qualities will matter, but that is not the case.  The text starkly refers to the 
deaths of brothers Joe, Bill, and Jim “or a grand total of more than one hundred and 
ninety-three years” (256), equating their losses with the number of years they brought 
toward the goal.   
 Sam does not portray the Lynches literally consuming their kin, but he represents 
them failing to appropriately recognize the deaths of individuals in their family, which is 
what his sleight of hand causes the rats to do.  The deaths of Lynch family members do 
not lead to individualized mourning, but only “set back the longed-for day, on which the 
Lynches’ eyes still were fixed, though with less confidence than before, by no less than 
seventeen years approximately, that is to say far beyond the horizon of expectation or 
even hope” (256).  The dream of a thousand years perpetuates a pointless goal as a 
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survival mechanism that enmeshes the Lynches more inescapably in an oppressive 
system.  Welch emphasizes how Nazi propaganda was consistently “persuading the 
population that short-term sacrifices were necessary to guarantee future prosperity” 
(223).  The Lynches are unable to take a good look at the sacrifices they make for Knott 
because their vision remains locked into an idealized, nebulous future. 
 The dream of the Lynches shares with the Thousand Year Reich a vagueness that 
makes its strategic idealization possible.  A strange passage suggests the intense but 
indistinct transformative associations at the heart of the Lynches dream: 
Then a moment passed and all was changed.  Not that there was a death, for there 
was not.  Nor that there was a birth, for there was not either.  But puff puff breath 
again they breathed, in and out, the twenty-eight and all was changed. 
As by the clouding the unclouding of the sun the sea, the lake, the ice, the plain, 
the  marsh, the mountainside, or any other similar natural expanse, be it liquid, or 
be it solid. 
Till changing changing in twenty over twenty-eight equals five over seven times 
twelve equals sixty over seven equals eight months and a half approximately, if 
none died, if none were born, a thousand years! (251-252) 
 
This passage excitedly depicts a point in time at which all transforms; however, several 
key aspects of this metamorphosis remain unclear.  What precisely changes is never 
directly stated.  We are provided only a vague sense of the change by learning that it was 
not a birth or a death.  This distinction reveals little about the nature of the change, yet 
links the Lynch’s fantasy to the narratives like Stieve’s history that Beckett resisted 
because it lacks “births + deaths,” key elements Beckett associates with “all I can know” 
(qtd. in Knowlson 228), a counter-discourse to narratives of illusory completeness.   
 The timing of the change depicted also proves to be quite ambiguous.  The opening 
declaration and one other formulation suggest a change that has already happened, but 
  
233!
later statements imply otherwise.  The shift to the form “changing” instead suggests an 
ongoing process, but the “Till” and the totaling of the calculations to “eight months and a 
half approximately” imply a time in the future.  The closing if-clauses draw us into the 
conditional.  These different tenses make it unclear whether the transformative moment 
being invoked is the Lynches actual reaching of one thousand years, which from other 
passages it seems has not yet happened, or the moment when the family first conceived of 
this goal.  But this lack of clear difference between the two possible senses of realizing 
the dream – becoming aware of it as possible and actually making it happen – emphasizes 
the danger of the goal. 
 This danger can be seen even more vividly through the structural similarities 
between the “Thousand Year Reich” and the Lynches desire to reach one thousand years.  
Like the Lynches’ dream, the Thousand Year Reich is temporally ambiguous despite the 
fact that it is fundamentally founded on a concept of time.  Thomas Doherty draws 
attention to this paradox, pointing out, “No one asked what the state of things would be 
100 years into the ‘Thousand Years Reich’” (299).  Although the hypothetical society or 
set of conditions draws attention to its temporal duration, Doherty describes the 
Thousand Year Reich as a “protean expression” used to describe a “millenarian dream” 
(299).  Like the ambiguous hope of change that holds the Lynches in thrall, the Thousand 
Year Reich implies intense reconfiguration but offers few consistent specifics on the 
nature of the change.  Both are not only visions that promise change but are also in 
themselves ever-changing with features that are not clearly defined.  In response to the 
Thousand Year Reich as with “all millenarian dreams, ancient or medieval or modern, no 
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one thought to ask what the new relationships would be” (299).  The Lynches fixate on 
gaining their total of a thousand years, but give no thought to how this goal will or will 
not transform their familial relationships.  They believe that there will be some 
metamorphosis because they long for freedom from the stagnant drudgery of their lives.  
The only joy they find is in a dream vague enough to accommodate them all without 
conflict, a dream that makes it more unlikely that they will ever escape Knott’s charity. 
 
Loose Change and Tight Clothes: Knott’s Charity for the Lynches 
 
 Like the rats who are fooled by his handouts, Sam represents the Lynches as 
being deceived by the charity of their master, Knott.  Even though Knott supposedly paid 
the Lynches an initial lump sum to enter into his service and pays them an annual pension 
of fifty pounds, the further incentives he offers to keep them laboring resemble the odds 
and ends Sam uses to keep the rats under his control.  Sam asserts that the Lynches will 
be kept in Knott’s service “by occasional seasonable gifts of loose change and tight 
clothes” (248).  The opposition of the words loose and tight makes the phrase absurd and 
draws attention to the disturbing absurdity of Knott’s actions.  These gifts, for which the 
Lynches are supposed to offer grateful service, are clearly not anything essential to Knott, 
nor will they be of much help to the family.  However, like the rats, the Lynches continue 
to gather around for crumbs. 
 The Nazi regime also used objects as bait to discourage the impulses of 
individuals to oppose its controlling authority.  In his 2004 article “Nazi Propaganda and 
the Volksgemeinschaft: Constructing a People’s Community,” David Welch describes 
how the Nazis emphasized “'national community' and the need for self-sacrifice in the 
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interests of the state.  Cheap theatre and cinema tickets, along with cheap radio sets 
(Volksempfinger) and the cheap ‘People's Car’ (Volkswagen) - even the ‘People's Court’ 
(Volksgerichtshof) - were all intended to symbolize the achievements of the 'people's 
community’” (218-219).  Although not “gifts” like the loose change and tight clothes, 
these inexpensive, low quality Volk goods were designed to bind citizens to the abstract 
idea of a collective that would seemingly serve itself, but actually served the ends of 
those in control of the state. 
 Knott’s charity to the Lynches comes along with manipulative rhetoric similarly 
intended to ensure that they will remain a subservient collective who fulfills his 
directives.  The Lynches become “attached firmly for good and all in block” supposedly 
because of “untiring well-timed affectionate words of advice and encouragement and 
consolation” (248).  Despite the generally positive associations of the three adjectives, 
“well-timed” hints at the ulterior motives behind these words.  They are calculatedly 
timed to ensure that the family is manipulated as effectively as possible.  The context in 
which these words occur even more clearly implies control as a motive.  Because the 
Lynches are serving Knott, any affection, encouragement, consolation, or advice given to 
them under his auspices is suspect, particularly due to the insufficient nature of the aid he 
provides.  The Nazi regime implemented policies with a similar juxtaposition of flattery 
unsupported by substantive assistance when 
in the absence of a concerted labour policy, the Nazis chose to appeal to abstract 
emotions like pride and patriotism and focus less on the worker and more on the 
ennobling aspects of work itself. Slogans proclaimed that ‘Work Ennobles’ 
(Arbeit adelt) and more grotesquely, ‘Labour Liberates’ (Arbeit macht frei). An 
idealized image of the worker was invoked in an attempt to raise his status (if not 
his wages) and fulfill the psychological assimilation of the ‘the worker’ into the 
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life of the nation. (Welch 221) 
 
Rather than take concrete steps that would actually improve workers’ lives, Knott and the 
Nazi regime use honeyed words to make those who serve them believe they are valued 
for their work.  In both instances, this rhetoric manipulates those who labor into 
embracing the abstract lionization of themselves as laborers for some larger collective 
cause and ignoring the squalid material conditions of their day-to-day lives. 
 The Lynch’s attachment to Knott’s service shares elements not only with national 
propaganda of this sort, but also with more local mechanisms of Nazi control.  The vision 
of Knott as the source of affection, encouragement, consolation, and particularly advice 
resonates with the position of block leader (Blockleiter), a Nazi party member in charge 
of welfare collections in his neighborhood or community.  The block leader was 
‘the ideological path finder . . . for all members of the community.’ Among his 
various propaganda duties he was required to visit each household to provide aid 
and comfort wherever necessary, and to use every available opportunity to 
influence the people entrusted to his care ‘in the spirit of the movement.’ He was 
told to urge people to approach him freely with their problems.  (Unger 127)  
  
Even if he may provide seemingly affectionate consolation, encouragement, and advice, 
the block leader’s position of power enables him to harm those he seems to help at any 
time.  Though ostensibly around to help the community that surrounds him, he uses close 
relationships he builds with residents to influence their beliefs in ways directly beneficial 
to the system he supports.  These same qualities are strongly implied in the depictions of 
Knott’s interactions with the Lynches, who through his charity and rhetoric are depicted 
as “attached firmly for good and all in block” to Knott’s service.  The use of the term 
“block” in this description emphasizes the Lynches’ lack of individual volition by turning 
  
237!
a group of persons into a single lifeless object.  In addition, the echo of the term for a 
local unit of control in Nazi Germany reveals the hidden manipulation behind even 
seemingly local assistance.  
 More disturbing than Knott’s control over the Lynches through his charity is the 
source of their exploitation in his darkly absurd insistence that he have the privilege to 
perform a charitable act.  The primary service the Lynches perform for Knott involves 
maintaining a “colony” of half-starved dogs.  Why are these dogs needed?  In order to 
ensure the constant presence of a starving dog to consume the leftovers from Knott’s 
meals.  The text goes through a number of other possible options for securing a dog to eat 
these leftovers, but dismisses them as potentially leading to incidents in which the 
remains from Knott’s meal would go unconsumed.  Simply not being able to locate any 
dog or only being able to find one that is already sated become scenarios to be avoided by 
maintaining a kennel in which hungry dogs are always at the ready to eat what has been 
saved from Knott’s meal.  
 The expectation that Knott will regularly donate part of his meal bears a strange 
resemblance to a prevalent program of Nazi welfare “the one-dish meals (Eintopfessen) 
where all Germans were expected to show their empathy for the less fortunate” (de Witt 
263).  This program “encouraged families once a month during the winter to have only 
one dish for their Sunday lunch and donate what they had saved to collectors who came 
to the door” (Welch 228).  Although German families did not literally gather up leftover 
food from their meals for their compatriots, the symbolic principle of not eating all that 
would otherwise be eaten resonates with Knott’s leftovers.  The mechanisms of power 
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behind the Eintopf also hint at the power behind Knott’s absurd generosity, as 
“[p]ropaganda posters referred to the Eintopf as ‘the meal of sacrifice for the Reich’ and 
urged all . . . to increase the size of their donations as a sign of their gratitude to the 
Führer” (Welch 228).  Like many facets of the welfare system, the Eintopfessen served to 
draw individuals into the people’s community in order to subjugate them to Nazi control, 
as Knott’s charitable gesture offers an excuse for drawing the Lynches into his service, 
and Sam’s handouts to the rats allow him to exert power over them. 
 
Moran and His Bees 
  Similar to Knott and the Nazi regime, Moran elevates his workers through rhetoric 
that claims their actions to be noble, but ultimately does not give them the help they 
actually need.  Moran’s workers are his bees.  In his interactions with them and others, he 
engages in hierarchical thinking of a deluded kind that resembles what we have seen in 
Watt.  As is the case with Sam’s description of his interactions with the rats, Moran’s 
account of his bees reveals key features of his narrative as a whole by presenting these 
elements as part of a shorter narrative contained within the novel.  More specifically, 
Moran’s simultaneous connection and careful unwillingness to completely identify with 
the bees parallels his relationships with the two other collectives in his life: the Catholic 
Church and the espionage organization by which he is employed.  Moran’s initial 
description of the bees emphasizes the pleasure he feels because their behavior will 
always be mysterious to him.  He believes “the dance” of his bees to be a system of 
communication.  Meticulously observing features of the movements, he devises and 
rejects multiple hypotheses about how specific elements of this language work together to 
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produce meaning.  He concedes, “in spite of all the pains I had lavished on these 
problems, I was more than ever stupefied by the complexity of this innumerable dance, 
involving doubtless other determinants of which I had not the slightest idea.  And I said, 
with rapture, Here is something I can study all my life, and never understand” (163).  
Although Moran devotes much time to observing and analyzing the bees, it is with the 
joyful knowledge that no matter how hard he works, he can never be certain that he 
understands these creatures because their language will always be beyond his 
comprehension.  
 Moran asserts that he remains separate from the bees’ community because they are 
superior to human beings.  Of the dance Moran rhapsodizes, “for me, sitting near the sun-
drenched hives, it would always be a noble thing to contemplate, too noble ever to be 
sullied by the cogitations of a man like me, exiled in his manhood” (163-4).  Moran’s 
claims of exile initially conceal the fact that he held the lives of these insects in his hands 
all along.  He already knew their dark fate, even as he wrote of their dance with lively 
enthusiasm and declared it above human interactions.  Although he claims that he 
remains separate from the bee’s community because he is human, he also suggests that 
his knowledge of the bees sets him apart from other people.  In his analysis of the bees’ 
dance, Moran maintains, “I alone of all mankind knew this, to the best of my belief” 
(162).  Moran uses the bees in order to convince himself of a protective division between 
himself and all the collectives in his life.    
 Moran’s claim of his separation and the bees’ superiority ultimately masks his 
hidden power over the insects.  He describes how “all during this long journey home, 
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when I racked my mind for a little joy in store, the thought of my bees and their dance 
was the nearest thing to comfort” (163).  Thinking of the bees enables Moran to endure 
the winter, but his absence ensures they do not survive the cold.  When he arrives home, 
his relation to the bees, a role he concealed in his memories of them, becomes sadly clear: 
I went towards my hives.  They were there, as I feared . . . I put my hand in the 
hive, moved it along the empty trays, felt along the bottom.  It encountered, in a 
corner, a dry light ball.  It crumbled under my fingers.  They had clustered 
together for a little warmth, to try and sleep.  I took out a handful.  It was too dark 
to see, I put it in my pocket.  It weighed nothing.  They had been left out all 
winter, their honey taken away, without sugar.  Yes, now I may make an end.  
(168) 
 
Honeybees can survive even harsh winters in outdoor hives; however, as Moran suggests, 
they need sustenance to keep each other warm.  Beekeepers monitor the amount of honey 
and provide sugar to bees when needed, but Moran’s absence from home prevents him 
from doing this.  Even if based in genuine feeling, Moran’s exaltation of their lives and 
his claims that he is “exiled in his manhood” become a smokescreen that conceals his 
control over the lives of these creatures. 
 
Moran’s Espionage: Claiming to See All to Avoid Seeing Nothing 
 The death of Moran’s bees comes about because he leaves home on a mission for 
the shadowy organization that employs him.  Initially, Moran’s espionage work appears 
to be a source of power.  He claims to take great pride in his abilities, but eventually 
admits that he is compelled to go on the missions when his boss Youdi commands it.  
Ultimately he confesses uncertainty about the organization that reveals the possibility that 
he may have fabricated its entire existence.  No matter how real or imagined Moran’s 
organization is, his choice to go on the mission to find Molloy is an act of cowardice.  If 
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Youdi and the man who brings his messages, Gaber, are real, Moran goes on the mission 
because he dares not resist authority; if he imagines his co-worker and chief, he does so 
to avoid facing responsibility for his own life and risking the powerlessness that would 
come with going it alone.  Whether Moran is a real spy or an individual like Stella from 
The Heat of the Day who engages in spylike behavior, he shares with Bowen’s character 
a habit of watching himself observe covertly in order to avoid acknowledging a threat of 
powerlessness that he cannot bear to face. 
 At first, Moran’s occupation appears to be a position from which he draws a great 
deal of strength and confidence.  He describes how his messenger Gaber “indulged in 
comments and observations of which I had no need, for I knew my business” (89).  
Moran initially attributes his inattentiveness to boredom that comes from knowing his job 
so astoundingly well.  However, even during his interview with Gaber, Moran’s strong 
observational skills are implied and seemingly lauded, but also take on a more ambivalent 
aspect.  Moran indicates that “I caught a glimpse of my son spying on us from behind a 
bush . . . Peeping and prying were part of my profession.  My son imitated me 
instinctively” (89).  The boy’s mimicry of his father’s behavior could be read as further 
evidence that the elder knows his business as he claims, that his skills are so impressive 
his son wants to copy them.  However, given Moran’s tendency to lead his son through 
forced imitation, young Jacques’ observation of his father can also be read as a form of 
desperate self-preservation.  The child may believe that he will face fewer reprimands, 
either because watching his father and studying his behavior will help him learn how to 
please Moran, or because his father will be flattered if his son follows in his footsteps.   
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 Moran’s relationship with his son, named Jacques after him, also provides a sense 
of Moran’s complex use of narratives as tools to manipulate others, but ultimately 
himself most of all.  In one revealing interaction, young Jacques asks his father “if he 
might go out.”  Moran demands to know where, angrily thinking, “Out! Vagueness I 
abhor.  I was beginning to feel hungry” (94).  Moran claims to reject vagueness on 
principle, yet the sudden turn his thoughts take to his own hunger complicates this 
assertion in several darkly comic ways.  Most basically, it hints that the reason for his 
impatience is not a clear objection to what Jacques is actually doing, but instead caused 
by general crankiness due to his hunger.  Less literally, it also implies that Moran is 
power hungry.  His need for clarity comes from this hunger to dominate.  For Moran, 
maintaining his power over his son involves leading the boy through narratives rehearsed 
to seeming clarity.  For example, when he asks Jacques to go and buy a bicycle, he forces 
the boy to recite each step of his specific instructions to the letter, criticizing his son not 
only for leaving out specific nuances, but also for adding details (such as the mileage to 
the town) that Moran did not include (137).  Moran demands that his son perfectly 
reproduce his narrative not just because knowing all the details will be essential for 
Jacques to do what he has ordered, but also for the pure pleasure of hearing his son parrot 
him.  Moran equates clarity with the servile repetition of his commands, an attitude 
toward narrative akin to texts like Stieve’s history. 
 However, Moran’s passionately asserted loathing of vagueness and esteem for 
being “explicit” (111), like the Thousand Year Reich and the Lynches’ dream goal, are 
situational and strategic.  As his account of his bees reveals, he preserves and even 
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creates ambiguity when it allows him to obfuscate his precarious place in hierarchical 
collectives.  This strategy makes it possible for these hierarchical power structures to 
strengthen.  Moran’s struggles with each collective in which he plays a role reveal the 
individual denial that helps to preserve hierarchical systems in Ireland.  He endeavors to 
hide his place in each group from himself and readers in order to deny his fear of being 
controlled by those above him and his fear of being in control of those who are in his 
power.  Moran faces a difficult conflict between his reluctance to be responsible for his 
own existence and his desire to be a recluse.  He discusses the disturbing consequences of 
this need:  
That a man like me, so meticulous and calm in the main . . .  should let himself be 
haunted and possessed by chimeras, this ought to have seemed strange to me and 
been a warning to me to have a care, in my own interest.  Nothing of the kind.  I 
saw it only as the weakness of a solitary, a weakness admittedly to be deplored, 
but which had to be indulged in if I wished to remain a solitary, and I did, I clung 
to that, with as little enthusiasm as to my hens or to my faith, but no less lucidly. 
(109) 
 
Moran longs to live a life separated from others, yet he cannot take the fear of being 
responsible for that life.  His experiences with his religion and his occupation suggest that 
although standards of behavior in collectives restrict their members, individuals remain in 
those groups because they fear being responsible for their own lives.  
 Moran’s susceptibility to flattery further reveals his place in the organization that 
employs him not to be one of genuine power, but instead a mode of coping through 
which he grasps at illusory power to conceal his powerlessness.  After Gaber presents to 
Moran his latest mission, Moran and his messenger have the following exchange: “I told 
him the job did not interest me and that the chief would do better to call on another agent.  
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He wants it to be you, God knows why, said Gaber.  I presume he told you why, I said, 
scenting flattery, for which I had a weakness” (89-90).  The pleasure Moran takes in 
flattery leaves him vulnerable to manipulation, but for the missions he undertakes, this 
adulation is not even what it seems.  Moran responds that he cannot refuse the mission if 
their chief, Youdi, especially wants him to go, “knowing perfectly well that in any case it 
was impossible for me to refuse” (90).  Moran’s love of praise becomes even more 
disturbing because it is apparently part of a complete charade.  He pretends that he has 
some leverage in the situation even if he does not actually dare to defy Youdi.  After 
Gaber leaves, Moran once more considers refusing the mission, “I wondered, suddenly 
rebellious, what compelled me to accept this commission.  But I had already accepted it, I 
had given my word.  Too late.  Honour.  It did not take me long to gild my impotence” 
(101).  After just a momentary desire to protest, Moran makes up an excuse for why he 
cannot defy Youdi’s orders that denies he has been compelled to serve.  For an instant, he 
admits to himself that his claim about honor merely tries to hide his own powerlessness. 
 Moran suggests that other agents in his organization indulge in denial as he does, 
but his reference to his supposed co-workers turns out to be another strategy he uses to 
mask his powerlessness from himself.  After pretending he can refuse the assignment, 
Moran explains, “we agents often amused ourselves with grumbling among ourselves and 
giving ourselves the airs of free men” (90).  Despite this pretense, Moran later admits 
that, “when I speak of agents and of messengers in the plural, it is with no guarantee of 
truth.  For I had never seen another messenger than Gaber nor any other agent than 
myself.  But I supposed we were not the only ones and Gaber must have supposed the 
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same.  For the feeling that we were the only ones of our kind would, I believe, have been 
more than we could have borne” (102).  Moran admits that he may fabricate his place in 
this collective in order to cope.  All Moran says, however, even down to his suggestion 
that Gaber shares in his responses, remains vague.  We cannot determine whether ideas, 
individuals, and conversations are real or imagined by Moran. 
 Moran half-acknowledges the reasons he wants to believe he is part of an 
organization, but pulls back from fully admitting the consequences of his fears.  He 
confesses, “And, to keep nothing from you, this lucidity was so acute at times that I came 
even to doubt the existence of Gaber himself.  And if I had not hastily sunk back into my 
darkness I might have gone to the extreme of conjuring away the chief too and regarding 
myself as solely responsible for my wretched existence” (102-103).  Although it 
ultimately remains unclear whether other agents, messengers, Gaber, or Youdi exist, 
Moran’s being drawn to the idea of them, despite the feelings of being oppressively 
controlled they evoke, suggests the logic of an oppressive collective.  Even though 
individuals are hungry for power at times, they want to avoid being responsible for their 
own lives because they do not want to risk being rendered powerless.  Moran’s attempt to 
avoid the threat of powerlessness ultimately leads to the death of his bees. 
 
Moran and the Church: Leaving the Docile Herd 
 Before he confesses that they are dead, Moran appears to be drawn to his bees 
because he believes they balance self-sufficiency with social connection in ways difficult 
for him in his human collectives.  A distinction he observes seems to suggest that their 
community functions in ways human communities should envy.  Although both incoming 
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and outgoing bees dance at the hive, “away from the hive, and busily at work, the bees 
did not dance.  Here their watchword seemed to be, Every man for himself, assuming 
bees to be capable of such notions” (162-163).  Although he playfully acknowledges that 
bees may be incapable of the philosophy he attributes to them, the basic difference he 
notices in the bees’ behavior implies their capacity to function both as a collective and as 
individuals.  By living in the way they do, they potentially escape Moran’s struggle 
between wanting to be alone but fearing his own mind and wanting to be with others yet 
fearing the harmful effects of hierarchical groups.  Seemingly, the bees share information 
with one another willingly, yet this information does not force those with whom they 
share it to act on it, because once the bees fly off to collect nectar, they make their own 
choices.  However, the bees’ actions can be read as less liberating.  As Dunn and Erlich 
argue,  “Bees, after all, are not trapped in the hive.  The workers fly about freely, but they 
always return to the hive if they can.  They are programmed to do so.  All bees are 
genetically programmed to perform the tasks necessary for the survival of the greater 
organism, the hive” (49).  Although Moran initially does not acknowledge it, the Catholic 
Church functions similarly to this conception of the hive. 
 In Moran’s community, being a practicing Catholic is necessary to avoid 
ostracism and condemnation.  The parish church acts as a center of surveillance, social 
policing, and groupthink.  Moran shows a range of attitudes toward the Church.  At times 
he aims to take advantage of its powers of surveillance to make himself seem more 
powerful, but he denies the Church’s power when it threatens to render him vulnerable.  
Moran responds inconsistently to the Church because its power over him fills him with 
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anxiety, yet also enables him to avoid personal responsibility for anything that might go 
wrong.  As he stands poised to set off on his mission to find Molloy, Moran briefly 
grasps that even if people deceive the Church, they are still trapped by its power.  He 
reflects that “[c]aught up then in the slow tide of the faithful my son was not alone with 
me.  But he was part of that docile herd going yet again to thank God for his goodness 
and to implore his mercy and forgiveness, and then returning, their souls made easy, to 
other gratifications” (123).  The “docile herd” resembles the negative view of the bees.   
 Both insects and parishioners may make their own choices at times, but they must 
return to a central authority.  What they take in cannot belong to them.  As the bees may 
ignore the information they have been given at the hive after they fly off, Moran and his 
fellow parishioners may disobey the church during the week, but the bees can only 
transport so much nectar and the parishioners can only carry so much sin before they 
must relieve their burdens.  Even if the parishioners do not follow the rules the Church 
sets down in their daily lives, this rebellion offers little genuine autonomy, because they 
are bound up in an endless, restrictive cycle that always leads them back to submission.  
After surviving his journey and facing the death of his bees, Moran stops trying to 
convince himself that the autonomy he surrenders by being a member of the Church is 
negligible compared to the benefits of its protection.  He withdraws from this collective 
shaped by half-concealed authority. 
 Moran’s conflicts as an individual member of this Irish collective resemble the 
challenge that post-independence Ireland faced as a nation.  Having officially left the 
hierarchy of the British Empire, the new country had to take responsibility for itself.  
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Ireland continued to embrace hierarchical structures to cope with its difficult position 
between isolating self-sufficiency and alliances that threatened to re-subjugate it to more 
powerful forces.  Ó Drisceoil stresses the oppression caused by “the adoption of the 
secretive British parliamentary and administrative models and the conservatism of the 
dominant Irish Catholic Church and rural bourgeoisie’” (1).  Although Irish individuals 
held the positions of power, the replication of British governmental structures post-
independence revealed the ambiguity of Ireland’s relationship to England despite the 
overt division between the two that neutrality suggested.  The Irish used the hierarchical 
systems of their government and the Catholic Church to cope with the conflict between 
the risks of self-sufficiency and alliance.  Because Ireland’s Catholicism was a difference 
that British imperial rhetoric took as evidence of Irish inferiority, its endurance in the 
face of persecution was taken by many Irish people as a sign of strength to be celebrated.  
Unfortunately, this celebration was mandatory. 
 The extent of the Church’s control comes through vividly in a conversation that 
would seem likely to be outside its direct sphere of influence.  When Moran has missed 
mass and is waiting for his son, he runs into a neighbor and describes their interactions as 
follows:  
[He was a] free-thinker. Well well, he said, no worship today?  He knew my 
habits, my Sunday habits I mean.  Everyone knew them and the chief perhaps 
better than any, in spite of his remoteness.  You look as if you had seen a ghost, 
said the neighbor.  Worse than that, I said, you.  I went in, at my back the 
dutifully hideous smile.  I could see him running to his concubine with the news, 
You know that poor bastard Moran, you should have heard me, I had him lepping!  
Couldn’t speak! Took to his heels! (92-93) 
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Moran’s use of the verb “see” to describe a scene that he does not witness figuratively 
suggests the pervasive system of surveillance that takes place between neighbor and 
neighbor.  Even though Moran’s neighbor is not a practicing Catholic, he exploits his 
knowledge of Moran’s “Sunday habits” to needle Moran for skipping mass.  The 
neighbor seemingly intends to do this only to gain satisfaction from making Moran feel 
uncomfortable, but any pleasure he receives from Moran’s discomfort demands that 
Moran be under the control of the established religious system the neighbor supposedly 
scorns.  Moran’s description of the neighbor’s smile as “dutifully hideous” emphasizes 
his sense that it is fulfilling some obligation by being hideous.  Although Moran’s view 
of his neighbor as also being obedient could be read as an attempt to pull the “free-
thinker” down into his feelings of restriction, the way in which the neighbor works 
directly with the Church as a system of surveillance indicates that this assessment is not 
far-fetched.  The neighbor’s actions suggest the extreme difficulty of resistance.  In spite 
of his seeming intentions to defy religious authority, Moran’s neighbor becomes part of a 
system of surveillance that reinforces Catholic hegemony.  Even “free-thinkers” monitor 
behavior in a pervasive system that blocks freedom at every turn.  
 On one level, the epithet of “free-thinker” is just a means by which Moran can 
mentally belittle his neighbor, but it also becomes ironic given the dependence of the 
neighbor on the Church in this moment.  Even if the neighbor chooses not to attend mass, 
he is not free to think as he desires but is instead trapped in a ridiculous battle of wills 
with Moran.  Over the course of his narrative, Moran fights a battle of wills with himself 
over the threat of thinking freely enough to admit the restraint he exerts over his own 
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thoughts with the help of the Church.  As he struggles to grasp his mission to find 
Molloy, Moran admits that he is “patiently turned towards the outer world as towards the 
lesser evil” and continually “reining back his thoughts” (109) to avoid losing control. 
 Even if Moran sees the outer world as the lesser evil, he attempts to carefully 
manipulate his responses to it to avoid realizations that might threaten his belief in his 
own control.  Although Moran reveals that  “Everyone” knew his Sunday habits, an 
observation that suggests a disturbingly complete sense of surveillance, to deny the 
power of the system over him he tries to concentrate the activity of surveillance primarily 
in the power of one individual.  Moran attempts to take advantage of the Church’s 
surveillance to find out if his son attended mass.  He thinks, “And if Father Ambrose 
could not enlighten me, I would apply to the verger, whose vigilance it was inconceivable 
that the presence of my son at twelve o’clock mass had escaped.  For I knew for a fact 
that the verger had a list of the faithful and that, from his place beside the font, he ticked 
us off when it came to absolution” (91).  The verger’s vigilance comes to Moran’s mind 
in a context that appears to be safe because it would aid him in dominating his son 
through the Church and punishing the boy for bad behavior.  The irony is that Moran 
himself has not attended this very mass, but does not consciously acknowledge that the 
verger would know about his absence as well.  Moran can acknowledge that the verger 
keeps the register because the verger is a lay position with little official power.  The 
verger’s actual duties do not place him above Moran in the hierarchy.  He is theoretically 
unable to enforce the power of the Church upon Moran.  The rod from which his name 
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derives and which he carries in processions seems purely ceremonial, not a threatening 
instrument of power. 
 Moran’s willingness to think about the surveillance only when it does not seem to 
disempower him becomes even clearer when he attempts to convince himself that Father 
Ambrose knows nothing about the verger’s register.  Moran tries to affirm that, “It is only 
fair to say that Father Ambrose knew nothing of these manoeuvres, yes, anything in the 
nature of surveillance was hateful to the good Father Ambrose.  And he would have sent 
the verger flying about his business if he had suspected him of such a work of 
supererogation. It must have been for his own edification that the verger kept this register 
with such assiduity” (91).  In order to avoid acknowledging the power Father Ambrose 
has over him, Moran tries to convince himself that the verger is merely keeping this 
record for his “own edification.”  Although Moran’s idea that the Father “would have 
sent the verger flying about his business” if he had known about the surveillance 
ostensibly claims that he would prevent the verger from having power over parishioners, 
it also emphasizes the priest’s power in contrast to the verger’s powerlessness.  This 
disparity not only reveals why Moran wants to believe the priest does not know, but also 
makes it seem more unlikely Moran is right that Father Ambrose knows nothing about his 
subordinate’s activities.  
 The intensity of the language with which Moran claims Father Ambrose to be 
ignorant also indicates that Moran is in denial about the priest’s involvement.  Moran is 
not thinking what he actually believes to be true, but even in his thoughts is censoring 
other possibilities.  The affirmation that “anything in the nature of surveillance was 
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hateful” to the priest claims a categorical opposition on Father Ambrose’s part to any 
activity that resembles surveillance.  Although the novel offers no absolute proof that 
Father Ambrose knows about the verger’s register, it does render this statement of 
Moran’s suspect.  When Moran asks Father Ambrose if his son attended mass, the priest 
says the boy did, and that he called young Jacques over to him to talk because “not seeing 
you at your place, in the front row, I feared you were ill” (95).  Although this action is not 
necessarily part of the recorded surveillance the verger keeps, it calls into question 
Moran’s claim.  Even Father Ambrose’s supposed fear that Moran must be ill, though it 
can be read as genuine concern, reinforces mass as an inescapable duty by implying the 
only reason for not being present would be sickness. 
 Moran does not want to believe that Father Ambrose would use the power of the 
Catholic Church against his parishioners because the possibility of the priest doing so 
terrifies him.  Rather than being based on genuine positive belief, Moran’s allegiance to 
Catholicism is grounded in fear tending toward paranoia.  When he initially realizes that 
he will not be able to make it to mass, his response on the surface appears to represent 
some genuine devotion, as he declares, “I could feel mass had begun without me.  I who 
never missed mass, to have missed it on this Sunday of all Sundays!  When I so needed 
it!  To buck me up!” (90).  Even though the phrase “buck me up” has a colloquial quality 
that diminishes any pretension of loftiness in Moran’s sentiments, his regret at missing 
mass when danger means he might especially need it could be read as a positive 
statement of faith.  But the fact that Moran usually attends the latest mass of the day not 
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only suggests habitual procrastination, but also is at least partly responsible for Moran 
being unable to attend mass on that given Sunday.  
 Moran decides to see if Father Ambrose will give him the communion he missed 
even though he worries that the lager he consumed might prevent the host from having 
the protective effects he desires.  The priest agrees to give him communion, but Moran’s 
response to the interaction between the two men further reveals his need to pretend that 
the Father is not above him due to his fear that the priest has great power.  Moran planned 
to merely receive a quick communion from Father Ambrose and rush back home to eat, 
but the priest surprises him by deciding they should have a conversation after he gives 
Moran the host.  After some awkward small talk, Moran thinks of the Father, “I seemed 
to have surprised, on his face, a lack, how shall I say, a lack of nobility” (97).  Even 
though the conversation is in many respects ridiculous and Moran may feel some regret 
in response to seeing his priest in this way, Moran’s thoughts suggest his continued 
motivation for convincing himself that the priest is not powerful.  Moran feels the host 
lying heavy on my stomach.  And as I made my way home I felt like one who, 
having swallowed a pain-killer, is first astonished, then indignant, on obtaining no 
relief.  And I was almost ready to suspect Father Ambrose, alive to my excesses 
of the forenoon, of having fobbed me off with unconsecrated bread.  Or of mental 
reservation as he pronounced the magic words. (97) 
 
Moran views the Eucharist as a remedy that soothes him by numbing, that treats the 
symptoms, not the underlying problems.  Comparing the host with a pain-killer also 
makes it seem addictive.  Moran uses phrases such as “fobbed me off” and “magic 
words” to render the Father’s actions silly so he can deny the genuine terror that these 
possibilities stir in him.   
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 After his lengthy journey in which he suffers from a physical disability, mental 
instability, and the hardship of surviving the winter outside, Moran at last ceases to be 
part of this herd and even admits Father Ambrose was aware of the surveillance.  
Moran’s ability to move beyond his earlier delusion is revealed in the narration by his 
revisionary reversal of what were the first lines of the narrative.  Moran’s section of the 
novel opened with the lines, “It was midnight.  It was raining” (87), and the novel closes 
with, “Then I went back into the house and wrote, It is midnight. The rain is beating on 
the windows.  It was not midnight.  It was not raining” (170).  Moran reveals the pretense 
behind his earlier lines.  It is not until the end that we learn something more lurks behind 
the opening of his account, beyond the simple realistic description they seem to create, a 
delay that takes even longer than the revelation of Sam partway through Watt.  Like 
Woolf’s portrayal of the view, Beckett’s representation of what seems nothing more than 
a realistic description is gradually revealed to be a product of mental manipulation whose 
influence remains ambiguous despite its surface clarity. 
 In contrast to his desperate need to take communion before he embarked on his 
journey, Moran apparently has not rushed back to the Church and Father Ambrose after 
his return.  He briefly remarks that one day the priest visits him.  The act of visiting 
Moran can be read as coming from Father Ambrose’s genuine concern for Moran; on the 
other hand, it can be seen as another instance of the system of surveillance at work.  The 
priest may be using concern for Moran’s physical and spiritual welfare as an excuse to 
gain access to him, a strategy similar to that of the Blockleiters in Nazi Germany.  But if 
Father Ambrose visits Moran with the intention of ensuring that the lost member of his 
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flock will come back into the fold, he will be disappointed.  Moran does not describe 
their conversation at length, merely relating, “I told him not to count on me any more” 
(169).  Moran asserts that he will not attend mass as he once did, but also suggests that 
Father Ambrose has all along been behind the surveillance of the verger’s counting.  
Even if the verger performs the action of ticking off the names, it is Father Ambrose who 
keeps count.  Moran seems not to mourn the loss of the Church in his life, yet his grief at 
leaving the bees is real as he holds the dust that remains of them in his hands and thinks 
of how he had “deserted them” (168). 
 
Beyond the Giving and the Taking 
 By contrast with the dystopian aspects of Watt and Molloy, Beckett produced a 
more utopian piece during the same period, one that projects communal possibilities that 
are suggested largely by negation in the novels.  Moran’s hands cannot bring the dust of 
his bees that he holds back to life, but the healing work of human hands gives rise to the 
hope of rejuvenation from the dust of wartime destruction in a radio address, “The 
Capital of the Ruins,” which Beckett wrote in 1946.  In this address that was intended for, 
but never broadcast on, Radio Éireann, Beckett describes the experience that he and other 
Irish had in helping to build a hospital in the ruined French town of Saint Lô.  Rebuilding 
the town was an undertaking that involved many challenges, though it also made possible 
Beckett’s return to France.  In 1945, he had visited Ireland after spending the War in 
France, but he soon wanted to return to his adopted country.  Beckett served as 
quartermaster and interpreter, traveling back to France on August 7, 1945 before the main 
party arrived (Knowlson 313).   
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 Upon arrival, the Irish found that Saint Lô was in ruins with no proper sanitation, 
a factor that made the health crisis and need of medical treatment more dire (314).  
Beckett expresses the overwhelming challenge of the undertaking: 
Saint-Lo was bombed out of existence in one night.  German prisoners of war, 
and casual laborers attracted by the relative food-plenty, but soon discouraged by 
housing conditions, continued, two years after the liberation, to clear away the 
debris, literally by hand  . . . One may thus be excused if one questions the 
opinion generally received, that ten years will be sufficient for the total 
reconstruction of Saint-Lo. (qtd. in O’Brien 337) 
 
Beckett contrasts the rate at which Saint Lô was reduced to ruins and the pace at which 
these remnants can even be cleared away to emphasize the astounding difficulty of 
reconstructing the town.  Although struggling to clear away the debris by hand makes the 
task arduous and slow, it also ensures an intimate connection between the ruins and the 
human body.  This relationship contrasts starkly with the destruction, mediated through 
heavy layers of machinery.  Beckett’s account of this charitable mission reveals that even 
though he was aware of how charity could be used as an instrument of oppressive power, 
he also believed it could bring collectives together despite differences, particularly if the 
group who overtly seemed to be giving acknowledged what they were receiving in return.  
In his address Beckett offers an alternative to the overly clarifying, unifying narratives he 
questions, describes the coming together of the two separate collectives of French and 
Irish involved with the construction of the hospital, and delineates his hope for how the 
Irish who participated might benefit from the experience. 
 The connection to Ireland Beckett feels in Saint Lô springs from the past, but also 
looks hopefully forward.  In The Beckett Country: Samuel Beckett's Ireland, Eoin 
O’Brien argues that, “Ireland, neutral during the war, made a gesture in Saint-Lo (10:1) 
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that in itself was of historical significance; but, to Beckett, the relevance was deeper.  It 
was not merely that the homeland he had left was assisting in a small way the country he 
had now adopted, but among those Irishmen foremost in the operation were some of his 
closest friends” (315).  Despite the lingering post-War indifference to international affairs 
on the part of some Irish, the choice to help in Saint Lô suggested that Ireland’s neutrality 
might not prevent Irish people from taking action to help those who had suffered more 
directly from the War’s violence.  This charitable gesture gave Beckett hope for the 
future of Ireland.  As Kiberd suggests, “Perhaps, in the contours of France remaking itself 
after the devastation wrought by the Nazis, he saw the image of an ideal Ireland of the 
future” (550).  Although the continent could be a negative example for the Irish, Beckett 
also saw that it could offer more hopeful visions of what Ireland could become, not just 
within the previously defined borders of the nation, but beyond them. 
 Beckett’s direct connection to the trauma of this French town helped him realize 
the importance of performing the careful translation necessary to be a part of multiple 
collectives.  Beckett and the Irish men and women who worked alongside him faced the 
intensely disturbing effects of the War on the people of Saint Lô.  Beckett’s most direct 
experiences with the War, “working first with the members of the Resistance in a 
common cause, then with the members of the Irish Red Cross unit brought him out of 
himself, distancing him from the arrogant, closed-in young man of the 1930s” (Knowlson 
317).  Beckett’s role in Saint Lô depended upon interaction with others “not only in order 
to sympathize with others but to help them, as self-evidently much less fortunate than 
himself.  And as the interpreter, he had to talk to people; otherwise nothing got done” 
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(318).  As the translator, Beckett lived at the nexus of two different national collectives 
who came together to help Saint Lô.  In this situation, creating a universally clear single 
narrative was impossible, yet cooperation was crucial.  Day-by-day, Beckett faced the 
challenge of weaving together the struggles of the moment into stories that would make 
action possible.  The novels he wrote after this experience at Saint Lô, including Molloy, 
would come to exist in its two languages.  In Saint Lô, neither group could use their 
language to narrate the experience alone, and part of each group’s narrative would always 
be partially unintelligible to the other.   
 Beckett suggests that bringing the French and the Irish together proved difficult at 
first because of differences between how each group saw itself as a collective.  Initially 
each group struggled to develop any understanding of the other.  But as Beckett describes 
in “The Capital of the Ruins,” although the obstacles against understanding were difficult 
to overcome, “[i]t must be supposed that they were not insurmountable, since they have 
long ceased to be of much account” (335).  Looking back “on the recurrent problems” 
early in the two groups’ interactions, Beckett indicates, “I suspect that our pains were 
those inherent in the simple and necessary and yet so unattainable proposition that their 
way of being we, was not our way and that our way of being they, was not their way.  It 
is only fair to say that many of us had never been abroad before’” (335-336).  Beckett 
emphasizes that there was conflict not directly between individuals or groups, but instead 
between the ways each group conceived of itself as a group.  The “we” the French 
embodied in their own country was not a “we” the Irish could understand by appealing to 
their own experiences of an Irish “we.”  The “they” that the Irish projected as strangers in 
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a foreign land did not match what the French knew of how to be “they” beyond their 
borders.  The sense of distinct collective identities reveals that even in cases where 
national boundaries are crossed with the intent to help and heal, the challenges of 
understanding that differences exist between groups about conceptions of we and them 
can make interactions extremely difficult.  Eoin O’Brien suggests that Beckett’s time in 
Saint Lô marks a point of no permanent return to Ireland, but even though Beckett stands 
in a liminal space that allows him to see differences between French and Irish collective 
identity, he still aligns himself with the Irish “us,” suggesting his ongoing emotional 
investment in Ireland’s future. 
 Beckett recognizes that the War transformed the conception of much that once 
seemed permanent.  This new recognition creates the potential for new understandings of 
what it means to give that have the potential to challenge narratives that pretend to see 
all.  “The Capital of the Ruins” tells the Irish that the temporary nature of the hospital 
structures does not negate the significance of their actions because “‘Provisional’ is not 
the term it was, in this universe become provisional” (337).  Although the provisional 
nature of the universe was revealed by the War’s destruction, this vision of ephemerality 
can be life-affirming as well, if it can be thought of as a counter-narrative to histories like 
Stieve’s that try to create the illusion that a passing phase of time has endured throughout 
a collective’s existence.  The contrast between this provisionality and totalizing narratives 
resembles the opposition between Miss La Trobe’s focus on the “giving” of an ephemeral 
play and the illusion of permanence that Riefenstahl’s film Triumph des Willens attempts 
to create to make the Nazi regime seem invincible.  Beckett’s word choice “provisional” 
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is significant not only for its associations with the temporary, but also for its associations 
with “provisions,” the items that the Irish provide, and the meaning of its roots, before + 
see, which point to the ability to foresee or to attend to.  Both the rats and bees reveal the 
danger of accepting provisions without foreseeing the consequences of doing so or the 
changed conditions the future might create.   
 Acknowledging the provisional, Beckett foresees that the mission the Irish began 
will not cease after they left France, even though the hospital structures they built will not 
be permanent.  He predicts the hospital “will continue to discharge its function long after 
the Irish are gone and their names forgotten.  But I think that to the end of its hospital 
days it will be called the Irish Hospital” (337).  Even when the buildings the Irish built 
are dismantled, something of what the Irish did will remain – a name, one of the elements 
Beckett suggests in the face of narratives like Stieve’s Nazification of German history “is 
all I can know” (Knowlson 228).  Although he affirms the importance of what the Irish 
have done, Beckett avoids constructing a narrative in which the entire history of the town 
leads up to the glorious saving of it by the Irish. 
 Beckett wants his compatriots to be proud of what they have given, however; he 
hopes that the Irish response will move beyond this more self-congratulatory fulfillment:   
I may perhaps venture to mention another, more remote but perhaps of greater 
import in certain quarters, I mean the possibility that some of those who were in 
Saint-Lo will come home realizing that they got at least as good as they gave, that 
they got indeed what they could hardly give, a vision and sense of a time-
honoured conception of humanity in ruins, and perhaps even an inkling of the 
terms in which our condition is to be thought again. (qtd. in O’Brien 337)  
 
The Irish have given much to the French in Saint Lô, but Beckett hopes that his 
compatriots will understand the connection between themselves and the townspeople not 
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as a uni-directional relationship that places them at the top of a hierarchy by virtue of 
their power to give, but instead as a bi-directional exchange.  Though the Irish did have 
means to care for the people that the French did not have themselves, the French also had 
something to give that the Irish needed: a direct experience of the War’s devastating 
destruction and the first glimmer of the rethinking of the world that would be needed 
after such a far-reaching disaster.  Beckett hopes that even though most Irish were not 
directly involved in the War, the experience in Saint Lô can provide them with the 
opportunity to be a part of the rethinking of the world.   
 For Beckett, rethinking after the Second World War entails breaking down 
polarizing power structures that can be found in charitable gestures.  He portrays a 
reciprocal exchange between Irish and French: 
What was important was not our having penicillin when they had none . . . but the 
occasional glimpse obtained, by us in them and, who knows, by them in us (for 
they are an imaginative people), of that smile at the human condition as little to be 
extinguished by bombs as to be broadened by the elixirs of Burroughes and 
Welcome, the smile deriding, among other things, the having and not having, the 
giving and the taking, sickness and health. (qtd. in O’Brien 335) 
 
Instead of being part of the power structures that lead to War and further oppress 
individuals, charity can connect human beings to one another through forces stronger 
than bombs, if the collectives involved learn to stop thinking of each other as givers and 
takers and see that all are both giving and receiving. 
 Despite the many similarities between Sam and Moran, they ultimately have 
importantly different relationships to their non-human collectives.  Each man has power 
of life and death over a group that has come to depend on him, but although Sam kills 
only some individuals and Moran kills all, Sam’s wrong is worse, not merely because it is 
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intentional, but because it shows that all his relieving of the rats’ hunger was to satisfy his 
appetite for power.  Although Moran proves himself at many points to be power hungry 
as well, his ultimate sympathy and empathy for the bees are feelings entirely absent in 
Sam toward the rats.  Even though Moran’s ecstasy about the beauty of the bees delays 
his account of his culpability in their deaths, it still reveals his recognition that they gave 
to him vision he could hardly have given himself, both when they were alive and after 
they are gone. 
 The bees’ fate resonates with the human tragedies of the Second World War, 
which the world was still freshly struggling to grasp when Beckett composed the novel.  
Moran reveals that “[t]he next day I looked at my handful of bees” and  “a little dust of 
annulets and wings” (169) is all that remains of the collective that so entranced him.  That 
a group of insects might come to weigh nothing could in itself seem insignificant, but this 
image takes on more disturbing connotations due to the many associations between these 
bees and human beings.  Though all beings must someday turn to dust, these bees, like 
the human beings who died in Nazi extermination camps and in aerial bombing across the 
globe, perished under unnatural circumstances involving human action or inaction.  
Camps and bombs had reduced human beings to weightless dusty smoke only a few years 
before Beckett composed Molloy.  The term annulet, literally “little ring,” refers to 
remnants of the bees’ striped bodies, but it also contains the word annul with its 
associations of ending or asserting that something never existed, declaring it null and 
void.  Despite the wide difference in meaning between annul and annulet, it is hard to 
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ignore the presence of annul in a context that calls up two kinds of annihilation of the 
bees and the Jewish people. 
 A common connotation of the word annulet also suggests these larger, darker 
associations with the dust.  In heraldry, an annulet is a small ring that appears as a device.  
The dust of annulets suggests the primordial origin of the Second World War’s ruins and 
death in centuries of heraldry, as Woolf links modern warfare to military pageantry in 
Three Guineas.  As Dunn and Erlich describe, the beehive was associated with the order 
of an ideal state in the Early Modern period most notably in the Archbishop of 
Canterbury’s speech in the second scene of Shakespeare’s Henry V (45-46).  This speech 
prizes specific places for subjects in the order of the whole and demands that each 
individual obediently keeps his position and works like a honeybee.  By aestheticizing the 
order of rank in conflict, heraldry glorifies combat and numbs human beings to the 
unnecessary losses it creates.  The sets of symbols with their seeming clarity imply 
continuance regardless of individual lives lost, so long as there is someone left who will 
protect and cherish the symbol.  They do not actually celebrate strength, but instead “gild 
impotence” as Moran himself does again and again.  These denials of weakness kill.  In 
Moran’s hands, all of this seeming nobility has turned to dust.  The wings he makes out 
in this dust are figures for the shards of machines human beings have just used to murder 
each other from the air, to invade with the indifference that distance provides; yet they 
are also the instruments of intimate communicative interchange, the lost life force of 
delicate living creatures.  They are the flotsam and jetsam that are all Moran can know, 
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that offer the chance to tell another kind of story as an alternative to the narratives of 
power and powerlessness in which he has been trapped. 
  
265!
EPILOGUE 
 The collective formed by my writers was not an obvious one – but that was part of 
my methodology, to create a group that could simultaneously all take part in this 
dissertation and have connections to one another of various kinds, yet each remain quite 
distinct from one another, a quartet that would behave like Miss La Trobe’s audience in 
Between the Acts.  As this dissertation has explored, negotiating between freedom and 
collective responsibility poses challenges in relationships between individuals, groups, 
and nations, particularly nations like Ireland and England whose histories have been 
violently intertwined.  The complex interactions between history, individual, 
responsibility, and freedom play a central role in Julian Barnes 2011 Man-Booker Prize 
winning novel The Sense of an Ending.  During a discussion in a secondary school 
history class, one character responds to a teacher’s question about ascribing responsibility 
for war as follows: 
We want to blame an individual so that everyone else is exculpated.  Or we blame 
a historical process as a way of exonerating individuals.  Or it’s all anarchic 
chaos, with the same consequence.  It seems to me that there is – was – a chain of 
individual responsibilities, all of which were necessary, but not so long a chain 
that everybody can simply blame everyone else.  But of course my desire to 
ascribe responsibility might be more a reflection of my own cast of mind than a 
fair analysis of what happened.  That’s one of the central problems of history, 
isn’t it, sir?  The question of subjective versus objective interpretation, the fact 
that we need to know the history of the historian in order to understand the 
version that is being put in front of us. (13) 
All four of the writers I have explored in this dissertation present characters that struggle 
with who or what to blame for the threats of violence that surround them.  The 
characters’ experiences reveal dangers behind impulses to ascribe rather than share 
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responsibility.  Narratives that characters generate within the larger narratives of the texts 
give us the opportunity to see the tellers both within and outside of the tales they tell in 
multiple relationships with the communities that surround them.  
 Livable balances of communal responsibility and individual freedom are not 
states of being we can achieve and be done with – they are moments in a continuing 
process.  The fiction of Woolf, O’Brien, Bowen, and Becket offers readers various 
vantage points from which to see imagined communities that offer different potential 
balances.  Although these texts were written over half a century ago and responded to the 
specific events and climate of that era, the central issues they bring out remain relevant, 
both because those issues are only just finding some resolution and because of analogous 
contemporary situations. 
 Though the Second World War ended sixty-eight years ago, it was not until June 
2012 that the Irish government officially pardoned thousands of men who deserted the 
fledgling Irish armed forces in order to fight for the Allies in the Second World War.  In 
November 2012, Enda Kenny became the first Irish Taoiseach to lay a wreath on 
Remembrance Day for the British war dead.  Remembrance Day services have long been 
controversial in Ireland because of British brutality in Northern Ireland and in Ireland 
before independence.  As reported in Ian Graham’s November 2012 Reuters article, 
“Remembrance Day 2012: Enda Kenny, Ireland PM, Lays Wreath For British War 
Dead,” Kenny attended a ceremony held in Enniskillen, Northern Ireland.  Violence in 
the six counties of Ulster has been a primary reason for the slow pace in reconciliation for 
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Ireland and England.  The year 2012 marked the 25th Anniversary of an IRA bombing 
that killed twelve at the Enniskillen Remembrance Day service. 
 Opportunities to balance independence and communal connection as Miss La 
Trobe’s audience does in Between the Acts can be rare, but this Enniskillen 
Remembrance Day ceremony became one of these promising chances.  The news 
article’s depiction of Kenny laying the ceremonial wreath suggests the possibility for a 
new and positive balance between Ireland’s individual freedom and capacity to join with 
England in communal feeling.  The article notes that unlike many in attendance who 
wore the traditional poppy as a symbol, Kenny did not wear a poppy and that, “[h]is 
green laurel wreath laid on behalf of the Irish Government stood out among wreaths of 
red poppies” (Graham).  Ireland’s freedom to lay its own distinctive wreath while still 
taking part in the ceremony resembles Woolf’s depiction of each member of the audience 
looking at the play together.  Ireland is not forced to accept the poppy as a symbol, but 
can still join in a collective healing process.  Kenny’s action was partly a response to 
Queen Elizabeth’s visit to Ireland in May 2011, the first by an English monarch for a 
century.  During her sojourn in Ireland, she laid a wreath in the Garden of Remembrance 
in Dublin to honor Irish men and women who died fighting for Irish freedom from British 
rule. 
 Beyond the two countries relations with each other, these western islands’ 
relationships to continental Europe also continue to be vexed in 2013.  The collective in 
question is no longer the League of Nations but the European Union.  The United 
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Kingdom’s somewhat liminal status is suggested by its unwillingness to switch currency.  
Ireland’s early enthusiasm and the economic prosperity of the Celtic Tiger era have now 
ended.  The country has immense debts once more, economically dependent not on 
Britain, but on the EU.  At an April 25, 2013 talk at Boston University, historian Tim Pat 
Coogan argued that the countries with economic power, such as Germany, continue to 
lead the smaller countries.  As it did during its time with the League of Nations, Ireland 
again faces marginalization at the hands of a European collective after an initial giddy 
period in which the future seemed optimistic.  Complex questions of individual freedom 
and shared responsibility remain central, and although these questions will shape a future 
we cannot predict, they are also shaped by a past that it will help us to continue 
reimagining through fiction. 
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